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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is an interdisciplinary exploration of Highway 66 heritage in order to
understand what makes the historic American route distinctive in the contemporary capitalist
scenario. Although deterioration of the road is evident, it continues to epitomize an historic
American infrastructure as well as a fascinating conceptualization of the United States in the
American imagination and in the international consciousness. Historical evidence indicates
that the formation of Highway 66 largely depended on a conjuncture of political, cultural,
and socio-economic factors under capitalism and institutional forces and ideological
principles of Manifest Destiny and American Exceptionalism. As an incarnation of these
relationships between economic powers and institutional forces, Highway 66 as a road and as
a popular phenomenon called “Route 66,” offers fertile terrain to investigate stories of social
oppression, exclusion, and segregation and to examine how public beliefs and prejudices
perpetuate issues of class, race, and ethnic difference.
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This research project delves deeply into these themes by examining original tangible
constructions, and symbols of the Highway 66 era that have characterized the life of the
corridor. These two components of the road remain meaningful evidence of the dialectical
connection between its heritage and capitalist dynamics. My aim is to show how the
combination of institutional forces and capitalist interests continue to shape Highway 66
heritage within geographies of power. Using some roadside commercial facilities built
between 1937 and 1970 such as auto dealerships, service stations, restaurants and cafés,
motels, and trading posts/curio shops as a lens, this study provides an exploration “on the
ground” of Central Avenue as a significant section of the original “Mother Road” in the
urban context of Albuquerque, New Mexico. My research focuses on three main objectives.
First, it evaluate roadside businesses to understand how dominant forces use tangible and
symbolic resources to capitalize on the heritage of Highway 66 and exert control over the
forms of spatiality, representation, and socio-spatial relations. Second, my study determines
how the American past influences economic, political, and socio-cultural processes of the
present and, in turn, how the current uses of Highway 66 heritage affect American history
and culture to accomplish capitalist purposes. Third, the project develops a new method of
analysis of Highway 66, and ultimately American heritage formation, putting in conversation
current spatial forms and symbolic formations found inside and / or outside buildings along
Central Avenue.
This comprehensive portrait of tangible and intangible American heritage adopts
historical-geographical materialism as a Marxist method of inquiry of “new cultural
geography.” Blending principles of politics of place and offering a rethinking of the
influential contributions of the American Studies curricula, this project opens a new window
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into how to get behind the surface appearance of placemaking and symbolic practices. The
discussion outlines the role of dominant productive forces in turning American heritage and
Highway 66 into commodities that reproduce the logic of capitalism and processes of urban
imperialism, obscuring processes of exclusion of otherness.
A final section provides recommendations for future research that specifically focuses
on spatiality and forms of rehabilitation along historic Highway 66.
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Notes on Terminology
Considering the current use of multiple terms to name various communities within
northern New Mexico and the Southwest in general, my dissertation refers to the Spanishspeaking people using the term “Hispanic” and “Latino/a.” To indicate Native people, I use
the political terms “Pueblo” for Pueblo nations and “Pueblo of (name of the community)” for
specific Pueblo communities. To refer to southern Athabaskan speakers and tribal citizens, I
use “Diné” or “Navajo” / “Navajo Nation.” For other southern Athabaskan speakers in the
Southwest, including Apache tribes, I use their officially designated political names that
tribes prefer to use for themselves. I also sometimes use the term “Native” / “Native
Americans” to indicate the indigenous people of the United States, if specific tribe affiliation
is not known. I use “Indian” in context-specific situations, where the goal is not to reproduce
stereotypical definition of Native peoples but, on the contrary, to point out how native people
have been objects of the processes of romanticization and cultural commodification. Lastly,
using local southwestern nomenclature, I use the term “Anglo” to refer to white-identified
European Americans. To define people who do not speak Spanish in New Mexico, I use the
term “New Mexicans.”
I also make a distinction make a distinction between “Highway 66” and “Route 66” to
point out the two uses of the corridor – tangible and symbolic. The first term refers to the
historic corridor stretching from Chicago to Los Angeles that was established in 1926 and
officially decommissioned in 1985. With the second term I refer to the iconic representations
of the highway in American popular culture.
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Introduction
Westering America
This is a dissertation about Highway 66. Its historical depth is an incarnation of old
roads and pathways, which crossed the United States and chronicle the formation of the
nation. Many of the first trails followed river courses and the seasonal migrations of bison, or
“buffalo,” and deer, “in the vast area between the Ozarks and the Rockies along the Canadian
River.” 1 Several of these trails, roads, and then highways marked and constituted the history
of explorations and the wave of colonization, moving along the so-called American
“Frontier” into what Manifest Destiny shaped the “American West.” It was an ethnocentric
and nationalistic, enduring demarcation that had a formative influence upon the creation of
American self conceptualization(s) and the nation itself. Turning to specifics, routes along
roughly the 35th Parallel began in the mid-1800 with a pioneering topographical expedition
through the deserts of the Southwest. 2 Military explorations with their intent of territorial
occupation followed and, in 1857, Lieutenant Edward F. Beale’s journey charted a possible
wagon road from Fort Smith, Arkansas, to the Colorado River to improve military and
civilian transportation across the frontier. 3 The new route marked an east-west connection,
which would become Highway 66.
American routes were expression of a “process of westering.” 4 John Steinbeck
introduces this term in his 1933 novel The Red Pony. He describes the expansion of pioneers
saying: "It wasn't Indians that were important, nor adventures, nor even getting out here. It
was a whole bunch of people made into one big crawling beast….It was westering and
westering…No place to go…Every place is taken.” 5
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The new westward route, Highway 66, formed historically and geographically one of
the major transportation corridors in the United States, and became the embodiment of
American values, aspirations, ideologies, and ideals as well as their idiomatically termed
“dark side,” as experienced by African Americans and other racial minorities, traveling along
the highway. 6 Crossing the United States for 2,448 miles from Chicago to Los Angeles, the
historic corridor connected the places, people, and a variety of geographies of eight states:
Illinois, Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California. The
highway started in 1926 and enjoyed exceptional fame, attracting both Americans and
worldwide visitors. This popularity remained long after the final bypass of Williams, Arizona
in 1984, resulting in its official decommissioning the following year.
My dissertation is an interdisciplinary study that considers the significance of historic
U.S. 66 for the contemporary era. More particularly, I have chosen to explore the roadside
landscape of Central Avenue, the section of Highway 66 that bisected Albuquerque (New
Mexico) from 1937 to 1970. My basic question addresses its legacy in 2016-2018 and what
makes the roadway important in our conceptualization of the United States in the present.
Using my training as an ethnographer, documentary photographer, and scholar in American
Studies and Historic Preservation and Regionalism, I argue that Highway 66 as it passes
through Albuquerque serves as a capitalist signifier that is both a screen on which our
imagination projects its desires and an organizing metaphor for our understanding of the U.S.
Southwest, the U.S. West, and the American Nation more broadly. At the same time,
Highway 66 epitomizes an actual, concrete infrastructure.
I center my argument on American heritage, arguing that it is a cultural process
embedded in existing physical manifestations of the urban environment, representational
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formations, and symbolic activities dialectically related to capitalism. Drawing on Marxist
approaches of new cultural geography, my study examines urban constructions, such as
buildings and transportation networks. I consider these material forms not inert spaces or
mere containers; rather, they are multi-layered products formed upon political, cultural, and
economic conditions of a collective past. I also argue that these tangible constructions have
relevance as historical sites of American identity, but their significance only results from the
scope and value that they have in the present.
Besides tangible aspects of spatiality, my investigation of the contemporary uses of
the American heritage includes symbolic practices such as visual representations and objects
related to Native Americans and Highway 66 of the past that conceptualize heritage. They
intersect with a variety of popular cultural themes related to production and consumption of
cultural meanings and can provide an understanding of what contemporary symbols mean,
how they act, and what effects they produce. A specific aspect of the signifying practices is
their ability to produce meanings that engage potential consumers through the circulation of
product images that are “felt” as familiar and authentic by observers. 7 The analysis of these
signifying practices expands, therefore, a conceptualization of the American heritage, by
opening debates about how authenticity has a use-value in the present.
Considering heritage from a historical geographical perspective, physical and cultural
forms emerge as economic channels involved in a variety of forces of production and forms
of capital accumulation. It follows that heritage is an economic resource in itself and a living
expression of the circulation of capital. Nonetheless, my understanding of heritage formation
is also founded upon social interactions and human experiences. They transform places and
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symbolic forms into a concrete “historical ensemble” of narratives that reflect a specific
social organization. 8
What makes my project distinctive is that it seeks to understand American heritage
not only to reveal how the American past is implicated in economic and socio-cultural
processes of the contemporary society, but also to disclose how practices and experiences of
the present intentionally preserve or reinterpret the American heritage and history to
accomplish capitalist purposes within consumer culture. I will demonstrate how the
dialectical conjuncture of spatial and cultural formations within the capitalist socio-spatial
dynamics gives form to the present-centered American heritage. Considering the dynamism
that distinguishes capitalism as well as the physical environment where capital circulates, my
critical analysis of spatiality focuses on an understanding of cultural and material contexts
over six months period of time.
The contributions of American Studies are essential to investigate how spatialities
and symbolism dialectically intertwine with capitalism. I approach this relationship by
focusing on Cultural Studies theorists and the historical-geographical perspective as a
Marxist method of inquiry. I embrace, in particular, the central concepts of Marxist cultural
studies: Marx’s account of the fetishism of commodities; the theory of reification in György
Lukács’ elaboration and the cultural theorists of the Frankfurt School to critically analyze the
commercial marketing of culture within the capitalist society; the concept of ideology as a
crucial mediation between institution and narrative forms of media in Stuart Hall’s
theoretical articulation; hegemony as an indispensable concept in the analysis of common
sense in Antonio Gramsci’s conceptualizations; phenomena of naturalization of local places
and regional identities as ideological strategies to mystify hegemonic powers; and lastly, the
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theory of cultural materialism in the project of Raymond Williams through which he blends
leftist culturalism and Marxist analysis. I focus on Williams’s insightful speculations about
the notions of "residual," "emergent," and “mediation.” These concepts provide a new way to
develop empirical explorations and critical analyses about places of everyday life to disclose
how both dominant and oppositional tendencies address spatial patterns. I will also consider
Williams’ conceptualizations of “structure of feeling” and “mobile privatization” to capture
the complex social experience of spatiality. 9
By adapting these theoretical paradigms to a political economy and geographical
perspective, my study not only reasserts place constructions and symbolic practices within
Marxism but also contributes to expand knowledge of heritage in American studies
scholarship. The concept of heritage and its formation within processes of urbanization opens
a window to rethink the role that political strategies, forms of power, ideologies, and
institutional practices play within the United States. Political economy helps identify heritage
within processes of economic and cultural commodification that perpetuate issues of class,
race, and ethnic difference. I will show how processes of naturalization and normalization
need to be rethought in terms of political and geographical modalities that, under capitalist
conditions, exert spatial forms and cultural formations of the past and of the present to
control American society.
Marxist critiques of capitalism remain the dominant body of theory and practice,
offering a way to get behind the surface appearance of placemaking and symbolic practices,
and demonstrate how productive forces turn them into commodities. Stuart Hall notes in his
reading of the 1857 Introduction that Marx’s dialectical method reveals hidden relations. “It
is a critique of a certain distinctive kind – one which not only lays bare the ‘real relations’
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behind their ‘phenomenal forms’, but does so in a way which also reveals as a contradictory
and antagonistic necessary content what, on the surface of the system, appears only as a
‘phenomenal form’, functional to its self-expansion.” 10
I provide an examination of the present-centered American heritage complex
formation posing at the core of my study historic Highway 66. I explore its heritage through
spatiality and symbolism as the original conditions of existence of the old route. In detail, I
choose to examine roadside facilities and cultural representations of the Highway 66 era
along Central Avenue in Albuquerque, considering both components to be existing resources
of the Highway 66 heritage. I contend that they reproduce and reinterpret the American past
to meet the contemporary purposes of the capitalist forces as well as the needs of social life.
In doing so, Highway 66 heritage encompasses both spatialities and cultural forms still in
progress; a perspective of the road that significantly differs from most scholars for two
reasons. First, most of the studies of Highway 66 have examined places along its roadside
and imagery of the road in the popular culture production from 1926 to 1985, the period of
significance of the route. Second, scholars have investigated the contemporary remains of the
historic corridor in studies focusing primarily on projects of preservation and revitalization of
historical roadside resources and the potential of heritage tourism.
To explore this iconic national roadway, my dissertation puts the spatiality and
symbolism of Highway 66 in conversation. More specifically, I consider the combination of
the existing roadside places and contemporary symbolic compositions of the route as the
proper method to provide a critical analysis of the contemporary Highway 66 heritage and
ultimately American heritage formation. I will reveal the corridor in its role of mode of
production and its dialectic relations with social, political, and cultural forms and processes.
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My analysis will demonstrate how the circulation of capital affects the spatialities and
symbolism of the present-centered heritage of Highway 66, while inducing forms of social
and political resistance. My main concern is to provide a study “on the ground,” which
examines data collection according to Marxist theoretical framework and a historicalgeographical materialism to reveal the dominant political and economic forces of the past
that have formed Highway 66 heritage. It becomes clear that Highway 66 is both an outcome
of American culture and history and a structuring component of the contemporary American
way of life.
Historical evidence indicates that the formation of Highway 66 largely depended on
public and institutional demand for mobility, modernity, economic growth, and on the rapid
evolution of the automobile and tourism industry. Further evidence confirms that the route
was an active agent of social and cultural transformation. Highway 66 facilitated migrations
and mobilizations, and stimulated the development of modern facilities that changed the
American way of life, travelers’ experiences, and the roadside landscape. My aim is to delve
into questions of how these factors intersected with ideals of optimism, freedom, and
progress, affecting cultural pluralism, collective memories, and tourist practices, and
generating an idea of “Route 66” based on myths, nostalgia, simulacra, imaginative forms,
and other conceptualizations of the route.
The study does not confine itself to examining only the most common narratives that
identified the corridor in “positive” terms. The question under discussion is also how
Highway 66 heritage conveyed a romanticized vision of America that conceals and reinforces
American nationalism. My study highlights forms of idealization and processes of exclusion,
segregation, and exploitation. A number of issues – class difference, racial discrimination,
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and economic injustice – intersected with Highway 66 history and affected many Hispanics,
Native Americans, and African Americans. These themes rarely emerge in scholarly studies
and will discuss throughout my work.
Looking at cultural pluralism, for example, my study examines its role in the
Southwest. Here, the idea of tri-culturalism continues to enhance a rhetorical “harmonic”
coexistence among the three ethnic groups – Native Americans, Hispanics, and Anglos.
Using spatial forms such as places, architecture, and regional styles and Native American
artistic expressions as well as stereotypical representations as lenses for my analysis, I
foreground Highway 66 as a conveyor of myths of the “Greater Southwest,” the expansionist
ideologies of Manifest Destiny and American exceptionalism, and other nationalistic
principles.
Along Highway 66, African-Americans and Native Americans did not “get their kicks
on Route 66” and had, instead, experienced hardships along the corridor. 11 David King
Dunaway makes the point that Highway 66 engages multicultural identities, though the
corridor has been largely “whitened” in the past. 12 He underlines that multiculturalism is a
significant aspect of the Highway 66 and deserves attention to ensure that individuals or
groups are not underrepresented or “reduced to a set of images fixed in time.” 13 It is the aim
of my study to also follow Michael Wallis’s advice, “All you need to do is read some history
to see how it has been nurtured” and to question whether these aspects are remembered along
the current road or are still “silent.” 14
Although my study focuses on three ethnic groups and is not an exploration of
sociological aspects of Highway 66 in the strictest sense, it notes the variety of cultural
presence in the operation of businesses on the highway. East Indian and Pakistani people, for
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example, are owners and operators of several historic motels. According to preservationist
and media producer Anne C. Dodge, the evolving demographics along Highway 66 started in
the 1980s, when the new national highway system had bypassed most of the route and
isolated several towns, affecting their economic life. Asian immigrants started to purchase
old motels in a derelict or abandoned state to start new businesses. 15 The 2010 census reveals
Albuquerque’s total population is 545,852 with a demographic profile as follows:

White 69,72% (non-Hispanic 42,1%), Native American and Alaska native alone 4,6%, Black
or African American 3,29%, Asian 2,65%, Hispanic or Latino of any race 46,7%, Some other
race alone 15,03%, Two or more races 4,61%. 16
About income, median household
income in the period 2006-2010 is
displayed in the map.
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The tourism industry and programs of revitalization contributed to promote Highway
66, helping the east-Indian owners and managers of motels to stay in business despite the
competitive market and preserving the character of the route.
In light of all this, the iconic road offers a fertile terrain to explore a broader set of
issues related to politics of place and capitalism that expand the interdisciplinarity approach
of American studies scholarship to American heritage. My argument depends on some key
elements that constituted and still distinguish Highway 66, as I explain in the following
sections: the heritage formation of the route in its tangible and symbolic aspects; the roadside
facilities whose material and representational evidence has characterized the life of the
corridor; some themes that represent the cornerstone of Highway 66; the theoretical and
methodological approaches that frame my examination of Highway 66.
Highway 66 Heritage Formation
Highway 66 was and in many ways continues to represent not merely a road. Its
fascination is indelibly imprinted in the popular imagination of most Americans and the
international consciousness as a synonymous with American history and culture. This section
of my dissertation focuses on Highway 66’s heritage and how that has been constructed. 17 I
begin with a definition of the concept of heritage because of its relevance to understand the
formation of Highway 66 as well as what the old route represents today. In accordance with
David Harvey’s perspective, I challenge former definitions of heritage as an unchanging
product and a physical given. My study considers the term “heritage” to mean a dynamic
cultural process “articulated through numerous places, objects, sites, sayings, concepts,
traditions and practices.” 18 Being inseparable from rituals and practices of everyday life,
heritage is in dialogue with and is continuously redefined by people and socio-political
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phenomena accordingly. Moreover, heritage is a present-centered subject that reflects
economic and cultural conditions of the “here and now,” though it is rooted in the identities,
traditions, and practices contextualized in key moments in the past. 19 Moreover, the study of
heritage offers representations and interpretations of the past, revealing heritage as “a
malleable body of historical text subject to reinterpretations and easily twisted into myth,” as
David Lowenthal insightfully points out. 20 One of the persistent themes of heritage debate
concerns degenerative representations of nostalgic pastiche, in Fredric Jameson’s definition,
which characterize forms of commercialization by a growing commercial heritage industry.
Seen in this light, the nature and the purpose of heritage reveals an ongoing
relationship between past and present contextualized by economic processes and forms of
consumerism as well as the cultural commodification of the present. 21 A study of heritage
advocates, therefore, for accurate historical geographical investigations to interpret the
current significance of Highway 66 as an ever-changing economic, social, cultural, and
political process. I contend that the complexity of the concept of heritage expands the idea of
“palimpsest,” as previously mentioned and used more frequently by scholars to define the
historic route.
The allure of Highway 66 derives from a variety of tangible and symbolic resources
that have combined since its inception in 1926 and which have distinguished the corridor
from other American highways. Although Highway 66 was not the first long-distance route
during the urbanization processes, nor was it the longest, it was its dual nature as tangible and
symbolic highway that indelibly imprinted the corridor as synonymous with American
history and culture in the popular imagination of most Americans as well as in the
international consciousness.

12
By blurring the line between reality and imagination, the road became a phenomenon
that continued through time. I argue that while the historic corridor was officially
decommissioned decades ago, socio-cultural, economic, and political forces have continued
to intervene in the formation of Highway 66 in terms of physical and symbolic components
even in the present. It follows that tangibility and symbolism are useful fields of inquiry to
provide a comprehensive portrait not only of Highway 66 and its contemporary legacy but
also the current American way of life.
The first component, “tangibility,” refers to the road itself and the roadside material
evidence that typified the structural and commercial components of the corridor. The second,
“symbolism,” includes forms of visual representations, such as maps, murals, paintings,
photographs, postcards, promotional brochures, and magazine articles as well as and
memorabilia that celebrate the automobile culture and identify the history of Highway 66 in
the present. I argue that both dimensions are still key factors in the formation of its
contemporary roadside landscape and the Highway 66 heritage.
We could ask, where do these two components of Highway 66 originate? Why do
they insightfully contribute to my analysis of the contemporary road as well as its heritage?
By briefly revisiting the history of Highway 66, it becomes evident that the corridor was the
result of several road projects that developed, in particular, at the turn of the twentieth
century. The economic and social growth that characterized American expansionism under
Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency demanded new roads to better connect rural and urban
communities across the nation. The “Good Roads” Movement, including automobile clubs,
lobbied the federal and state governments for road building, and other road organizations that
arose in those years actively involved state governments, federal road authorities, and
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capitalist enterprises in the construction of a network of efficient roadways with the motto
“lifting our people out of the mud.” With the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1921, the vision of
interstate roads and highways became real. From its inception in 1926, the national corridor
met the demand of rapid mass transportation and the trucking industry that
characterized the mobility of the nation. Different kinds of structures placed along the road
started, as never before, to serve long-distance automobile travel and the market economy.
Then, in the 1930s, the physical corridor became a part of relief measures aimed at
promoting economic recovery and road improvements during the Great Depression as well as
at serving for thousands of refugees who migrated to California, escaping the despair of the
Dust Bowl.
The corridor served again as the strategic main route during World War II when it
facilitated military transport of convoys and families toward the war-industries in
California. 22 In the postwar period, the increasing use of the automobile and economic
prosperity stimulated new tourism and an intense flourishing of roadside commerce that
ensured the popularity of the highway. Interestingly, Highway 66 itself started to be a
destination for tourists attracted by the national scenic wonders.
As a result of heavy military traffic during wartime the road surface showed appalling
deterioration that made its structure functionally unsafe. Moreover, with its congestion of
automobiles and high-speed traffic in the era of prosperity that characterized the America of
the fifties, the road started to be inadequate for post-war needs. The need for an urgent new
network of roads across the nation led to the Interstate Highway System that gradually
bypassed all segments of Highway 66. Many of the original physical remains became state
roads, private drives, or were abandoned completely over the following decades.
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By examining Highway 66 from the symbolic perspective, my study focuses on how
much of its relevance derived from imaginary meanings portrayed by popular culture.
Highway 66 began as an American ideal of freedom, individualism, and progress that
popular culture immortalized as the iconic “66” from its inception. A rich production and
consumption of literary works, oral histories, radio, films, songs, photographs, and television
programs portrayed the highway, often in nostalgic and illusionary terms. These popular
cultural production have commercialized the historic corridor in past decades, played a
leading role in the creation of a living memory called “Route 66” – an aesthetic and
fascinating subject where boundaries between what is real and what is simulated conflate,
signifying “more real than the real.” 23 Popular cultural forms also connoted commercial
roadside businesses with “noir” stories and dubious activities that transformed “Route 66”
into a questionable “two-lane American morality.” 24
Highway 66’s appealing iconic identity, however, cannot be attributed to only
popular narratives. I assert that its complex heritage gained national attention through an
intense advertising promotion that contributed to enhance the symbolic formation as well as
the economic strength of the highway. Extensive marketing characterized Highway 66 from
the time it opened to the current preservation efforts through the publicity of sporting events,
guidebooks and road maps as well as using persuasive gimmicks such as neon signs, forms of
architecture, and a capitalization of Native American motifs.
I consider these popular products relevant for my study to reveal which narratives
have created the idea of “Route 66.” Because the aim of my research is to provide an
evaluation of Highway 66 “on the ground,” the analysis of symbolism centers on an
exploration of contemporary representations as insightful resources to uncover the nature of
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the current Highway 66’s heritage. Specifically, I focus on objects and visual elements of the
existing buildings and signs that are associated with well-known themes of Highway 66: the
road and its history, the automobile culture, regional ethnicities, and the Southwest
landscape.
Both aspects, tangibility and symbolism, consecrated the route, though one of the key
factors that definitely confirmed the “identity” of Highway 66 was the famous music and
lyrics of “(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66.” Released in the “golden” years of the 1950s, a
period defined as a “glorious cornucopia of consumer goods,” the song represented a
watershed in the history of Highway 66. 25 Be celebrating an iconic “Route 66,” the historic
corridor became a living “time machine” of American history and consumer culture aimed at
a popular audience. 26
Tangible and Symbolic Forms Along Central Avenue
In my exploration of historical events, economic conditions, and human experiences
that have created the complex story of Highway 66, one common element emerges: roadside
facilities. Using the commercial places as a lens, my study aspires to understand whether they
preserve past values, showing continuity with the original shapes and purposes for which
they were built or, instead, if their changes accomplish new / different uses that meet the
contemporary American way of life.
I examine in detail a series of different kinds of roadside structures that characterized
the evolution of Highway 66. They enabled transportation along the corridor and provided
services to travelers and residents. Although these ordinary places were not necessarily
unique to the famous corridor, being key factors that typified the “modern” concept of
American roads, nonetheless they became the core of the cultural and economic significance
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of the historic corridor. Several of the original structures remain along the contemporary road
as evident traces of its history and its evolution. My dissertation examines some specific
automobile-related structures typical of the road travel industry from the turn of the century
to the advent of the interstate system: auto dealerships, service stations, restaurants and cafés,
and motels. Albuquerque stories that self-identify as “trading posts” are included in my study
because of their historical role in making popular the Southwest since the mid-1800 on
reservation land. 27 I refer to this form of economic establishment with the term curio shop to
underline the roadside businesses that flourished along Central Avenue as a consequence of
the impact of automobile tourism along Highway 66 and distinguish them from the “trading
posts” that existed, for instance, within the Navajo Nation and on its boundaries. 28 As David
Kammer notes, Albuquerque’s so-called “trading posts” appeared in the early 1920s but
increased in number after World War II, exploiting the allure of Native cultures by offering
appealing Indian arts and crafts of dubious authenticity to arose expectations of outsiders and
create a western experience. 29
Lastly, I consider signage as particularly visual roadside forms related to the road and
commercial places. Signs have often been overlooked and undervalued by scholars or
examined only as iconic landmarks. Indeed, roadside signs deserve attention for their
meaningful tangible and conceptual evidence that reflect the evolution of the cultural, social,
and economic life of the corridor. All these roadside commercial facilities developed specific
architectural features, styles, technology, symbolism, and regional designs, becoming a sort
of roadside advertising that affected drivers with their informative components and
transformed the road into a “buyway.” 30
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This dissertation explores existing roadside commercial places and signage along
Central Avenue, the original east-west section of Highway 66 crossing Albuquerque, New
Mexico. Several reasons have guided the choice of this section of Highway 66. First,
Albuquerque was distinguished by a significant realignment of the corridor in 1937, when
Highway 66 changed its north-south orientation along 4th street into a horizontal east-west
alignment. Second, Central Avenue became part of the national vision that romanticized the
Wild West frontier, local ethnicities, and themes related to migration, enhancing regional and
local aspects. At the same time, Highway 66/Central Avenue played a relevant role as a
primary artery of the city, becoming the key factor in the city’s economic development.
The twofold role that has characterized Central Avenue – a local corridor and a
section of the national highway – became more apparent after World War II, when several
architectural models of roadside commercial places adopted a national character, altering the
regional design of the local corridor and making evident an ongoing process of
homogenization. By exploring the dialogue between the local and national forces along the
contemporary road, my aim is to uncover whether the low-capital Mom-and-Pop motels and
old diners were able to compete with the new commercial tendency or, instead, if they inspire
a regional “sense of place” as a popular attraction to cater to consumers. Moreover, during
my personal observation of Highway 66/Central Avenue in 2016, I noted some roadside
commercial facilities in a precarious state of deterioration. These derelict or abandoned
places have become centers of vagrancy and drug addiction, while the homeless are housed
in some rehabilitated motels. My study wishes to uncover and discuss these topics that are
almost hidden stories in Highway 66 literature. The contemporary old “66” seems to confirm
the words of urban historian Lewis Mumford who predicted decades ago that the
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construction of new highways could create new demands, undermining the former
commercial areas that became impoverished. 31 The construction of the new Interstate 40 in
the late 1960s surely contributed to the current conditions of Central Avenue; my study,
nonetheless, asks, “Is it the only possible reason?”
It is beyond the intent of this dissertation, however, to investigate all the specifics of
Central Avenue’s roadway. For instance, my study does not include the development and
consequences of Albuquerque Rapid Transit (ART) Project, since the potential effects of this
plan of renovation to Central Avenue and to the city itself will be visible only after the
completion of my study. The advent of the Albuquerque Rapid Transit active plan (ART) in
late 2016 has had an impact on Central Avenue and faced an intense opposition. My
photographic documentation recorded the corridor before ART constructions began, creating
an archive that could be useful for future studies, as well as meetings and debates
surrounding the ART project.
Thematic Heritage of Highway 66
I include in this section some narratives that are generally associated with the
formation and evolution of the Highway 66 heritage and will emerge throughout my work as
relevant components of capitalization of the road. As one of the first dominant narratives of
Highway 66, the concept of “mobility” symbolically conveys meanings associated with
personal freedom, vacation, hope, opportunity, and discovery of the country. Moreover,
freedom and mobility have been tightly connected to the idea of a nation “on the move.”
Along the westward connection from the Midwest to the exotic Southwest, people made their
travel experiences. Fictional and real journeys defined the road as a memorable touchstone of
the idea of the American Dream in the U.S. as well as an economic resource. 32
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Domestic tourism was, and still represents, another essential component in the
history of the route. It emerges as a key economic, political, and socio-cultural factor
associated with consumerism. American history, regional cultures, and southwestern styles
became powerful components of tourists’ expectations especially when automobile played a
leading role and a cross-country motoring became a popular recreational activity.
The Route 66 Study Act of 1990 and Public Law 101-400 encouraged the popularity
of Highway 66 and its heritage, transforming the road from a long-distance corridor to a
popular destination. National and state volunteer associations encourage the preservation and
the recognition of the significance of Highway 66. The federal Route 66 Corridor
Preservation Program administrated by the National Park Service organizes, in particular,
resource studies programs of historic research, and collect oral and video histories. While
several efforts concentrate on restoring and protecting landmarks, heritage tourism started in
the 1900s and became a tremendous business in America. Highway 66 represented an
appealing destination as it was heavily tied to tangible and intangible aspects of the real
America.
The concept of heritage tourism represents a relevant topic through which to explore
the conversion of original traditions into profitable objects. 33 Especially misleading and
stereotypical representations of Native American motifs are part of an invented travel
experience. Curio shops continue to exploit ancient symbols such as Kokopelli imagery,
images of animals, and abstract designs as mere icons of the Southwest to create tourist
expectations. 34 These forms of idealization of the past reinforce the idea of Native
Americans as “noble savages” and “vanishing cultures,” a concept peculiar to colonialism
and at the core of America’s imagination for centuries. Ethnography adopted these notions
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according to which traditional societies served as an ideological reference point to define the
progressive evolution of Western civilization. Salvage anthropology, for example, devoted its
efforts to the documentation of Natives before they could disappear, which emphasized
symbolism and ceremonies and ignored the real life. The photography and cinema of Edward
Curtis represented the beginning of the visual ethnographic genre, whose objective was to
produce images of the “noble and vanishing savages.” His famously romanticized portrayals
of American Indians recorded in “authentic” representations and his project of depicting
them as they were before contact with Europeans, reveal a colonial perspective and
contributes to the construction of the imagery of the Southwest. By analyzing the colonial
gaze, the portrayals of the native come to light as a spectacularization of socio-cultural
scenes that had been taking place in front of the camera. 35 Significant disturbing
representations of Native Americans also repeatedly appeared in western movies that
discredited Native Americans. Several scenes of white travelers attacked by “brutal” Indians
not only portrayed the indigenous as an impediment during the pioneers’ westward journeys
but, more important, emphasized the antithesis between the civilized and the savages and
reinforced the cultural and spatial displacement of native communities. 36
These topics lead to the concepts of myth, nostalgia, and authenticity. I join other
scholars in questioning how authentic realities of Highway 66 history acquired new qualities
often related to fantastic places and enchanting sceneries that encapsulated the highway in
the American imagination as a touristic “elusive search for ‘American Dream.’” 37 Especially
after its decommissioning, fascination for the lonesome road as well as for a “lost” era of
the 1950s became a exhortation to go back to safer lifestyles, avoiding the present time. 38 In
the 1960s, movies and television-series emphasized the connection of nostalgia with notions
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of modernization, progress, and consumerism, making this concept an interesting subject
within the context of the burgeoning area of affect studies and critical theory. Renato
Rosaldo, for example, examines nostalgia as a feeling invoked by colonialism. In his
formulation of imperialistic nostalgia,” Rosaldo argues that colonizers express a desire of
“innocent” mourning for the “savage” cultures and natural landscapes after the white
civilization and progress assimilated or, worse, destroyed them. 39
I argue that these themes, among others that form part of my discussion, determined
the current Highway 66 heritage and its use through both tangible and symbolic resources.
They incarnate its “living legacy” as well as continue to hinder the awareness that the route
narrates other disturbing stories such as racism, class difference, and governmentality, which
are rarely explored. 40
Highway 66 / Central Avenue in Theories and Methods
In this section I revisit the literature that informs my theoretical and methodological
approaches to examine the road, roadsides places, and symbolism.
Literature about Route 66 is abundant. I narrowed my sources to those that allow for an
interdisciplinary and critical examination of the road and will specifically consider the
typology of roadside architecture, including physical built forms and visual representations of
Route 66. I examined archival materials, such as pictorial collections, postcards, and videos
that contain historical records of Route 66 buildings recovered from the Library of Congress,
the Center for Southwest Research of the University of New Mexico, public libraries, and
groups active along the route to elicit information about educating, preserving, and managing
the historic corridor.
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As secondary sources, my research uses studies by Keith Booker, Pam Cook, Karal
Ann Marlin, Christine Sprengler, and Katie Mills, among others. Their analyses helped me in
investigating representations in popular film as they mediate history through memory and
nostalgia and rethink how images juxtapose space and time. Some scholarly works have
specifically centered on the historical and architectural elements of the road in order to
investigate and interpret Highway 66 heritage and the American automobile experience by
avoiding a nostalgic perspective. David King Dunaway, Quinta Scott, Susan Croce Kelly,
John Jakle, Keith A. Sculle, Jan Jennings, Michael Karl Witzel, Bob Moore, Jane Bernard,
William Kaszynski, Warren James Belasco, and Russell Olsen have documented buildings
and their architecture and collected oral histories, showing how the American landscape
transformed from a collection of distinct localities to one of corporate-dominated,
standardized, interconnected settings. Moreover, I intend to examine preservation and
renovation programs to understand possible adaptive reuses of historic and non-historic
buildings. Their explanations of architectural, historical, and social aspects of the American
roadside provide a background in American culture in general and the architectural and
historical evolution of the roadside landscape in particular.
For studies of preservation I considered works of Michael Cassity, John Jakle, and
Keith A. Sculle, as well as the Special Resource Study of Route 66, the Route 66 Economic
Impact Study, and the projects of Route 66 Corridor Preservation Program. These works
provided powerful evaluations of the historic context of Route 66, explorations of the
circumstances in which those resources evolved, and why this particular highway became the
object of widespread nostalgia after the route was decommissioned in the 1980s.
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To approach the effects of symbolism and advertising in processes of identity
formation and signs’ consumption in a culture of mobility, I embrace theoretical and
methodological approaches of Mark C. Childs and Ellen D. Babcock, Catherine Gudis, John
A Jakle and Keith A. Sculle, Lisa Mahar-Keplinger, and Judith Williamson. Their works
contribute analyses of visual messages, explaining how physical and symbolic aspects of
signs identify places, and orient and persuade travelers by regulating their behaviors within a
capitalist economic system. 41 From a more theoretical perspective, Jean Baudrillard’s
analysis of the political economy of the sign offers speculations about the intricate
connections between advertising and the commodity system, useful in my analysis of signs.
Adopting a Marxist analysis and critical theories to understand the social in its totality,
Baudrillard argues that signs capture the attention of consumers not as real objects but as
symbolic “values.” They activate in the consumers imaginary needs, creating a desire before
the effective consumption of goods by giving the illusion of choice among products.
Because the politics of place and its relationship with the American heritage are the
core of my dissertation, I pose transdisciplinary critical approaches starting from the late
1970s, blending Marxist theories, theorizations of the new cultural geography, and the
influential contributions of Cultural Studies. Works of Jean Baudrillard, Elizabeth Cohen,
David Harvey, Stuart Hall, Don Mitchell, Derek Gregory, and Marita Sturken, to cite a few,
helped to expand the concept of spatiality, including analyses of the politics of culture,
ideology, constructs of power, conflicts, and social inequalities.
I begin by rapidly hinting at some of the key ideas and concepts that developed in the
study of cultural landscape to interpret how Americans construe their cityscapes. For the
purpose of my study, I included an examination of the influential essays of John Brinckerhoff
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Jackson, published in his Landscape Magazine from 1951 to 1968 that became the official
voice for the importance of studying ordinary, vernacular landscapes. Jackson’s works
explored the nature of roads, streets, and highways, looking at the effects of the automobile
on American culture and roadside landscape in a new light. He defined a new field of study,
called “odology” to refer to the organization of urban spaces deeply influenced by the
automobile “seen primarily as essential to the process of making a living.” 42 I adopt his
definition of “auto-vernacular landscape” as a particularly insightful concept in my analysis
of Highway 66. 43
By connecting ordinary settings to the automobile culture and mobility, Jackson
expanded the conception of landscape from a passive material entity to an ensemble of
dynamic public settings of everyday life, such as parking lots and gas stations. Moreover,
anticipating future studies, Jackson pointed out how the architectural forms, styles, and
settings represent a special attraction to catch the eyes of a new kind of commercial strip
users: consumers. His modern vision brought to light effectiveness of the architecture in
creating appealing buildings and signs to offer a “dream environment,” a way to escape from
everyday life. By exploring the role played by visual aspects, Jackson revealed that “otherdirected houses” 44 along the highways were not only functional places but also marketable
commodities. Jackson’s perspective of the American everyday landscape also emerges in the
contested explorations of Learning From Las Vegas, a research project of American
architects Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour published in the 1970s 45
Their analysis about the visual complexity of roadside places is a valid example of the
interpretation of complex and contradictory architectural forms in evolution. 46 More recent
studies presented Jackson’s work and reexamined his contributions in the 1990s. Examples
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are Helen Horowitz’s final collection Landscape in Sight: Looking at America; Paul Groth
and Todd Bressi, Understanding Ordinary Landscapes; and Chris Wilson and Paul Groth’s
Everyday America: Cultural Landscape Studies after J.B. Jackson. In their analyses,
landscape emerges as a gathering of historic facts reflecting a society undergoing change.
While these theoretical and critical paradigms offer new skills to “read” and interpret
landscapes, I focus more on conceptions of the “new cultural geography” that emerged with
the cultural turn in geography during the 1980s and early 1990s. By positing at the center the
theoretical contributions of Marxism and Cultural Studies, these interdisciplinary approaches
considered tangible spatial forms addressed by ongoing cultural, social, and economic forces.
Marxist geographical theorizations re-conceptualized the formation of the material
environment of the contemporary urban as determined by capitalist production and
reproduction. 47 Theoretical perspectives of Harvey and Mitchell open new possibilities of
discussion about contemporary modes of commodification and the exploitation of spatiality
within culture as a capitalist “way of life.”
As a leading theorist in the field in urban studies, Marxist geographer David Harvey
explores urban issues to unfold a Marxian theory of how capitalism produces cities with
characteristic material properties and contradictions. He inquires into the specific nature and
problems of capitalist cities theorizing how social practices and process create spaces and
how these spaces, in turn, constrain, enable and alter those practices and process – what
Edward Soja later called a “socio-spatial dialectic.” 48 Following the lead of David Harvey,
Don Mitchell examines landscape, architecture, regional design, and bioregions through the
lens of political economy. He proposes new axioms for reading the landscape to uncover how
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physical and representational landscape reproduces ideological meanings, class relations, and
forms of power.” 49
Embracing their historical geography of capitalism, my study conjoins geographical
and historical materialism, the first to explain the changing spatiality within legal, economic,
and territorial capitalist systems and the second, to theorize how spatialities change in
accordance with the dictates of capitalist modes of production. Moreover, my study of the
contemporary highway aims to question the role of social relations and ideological forces in
formation of the contemporary roadside spatialities as well as the role of spatialities in
affecting social identities. The concept of socio-spatial dialectic offers a valid approach
through which to explore places as both material and social products, which are historically
determined and involved in dialectical political and ideological processes.
Adopting David Harvey’s reflections on the production of space under capitalism, my
study focuses in particular on his influential work Postmodernism of the City. Harvey’s
examination of the built environment, architecture and urban design points out a transition
wherein space and time shifted from Fordism to flexible accumulation, from a slow-changing
tradition to a fast-changing society. In his words “architecture, … must embody a double
coding, 'a popular traditional one which like spoken language is slow-changing, full of
clichés and rooted in family life,' and a modern one rooted in a 'fast-changing society, with
its new functional tasks, new materials, new technologies and ideologies' as well as quickchanging art and fashion.” His theoretical perspectives stimulate an investigation of roadside
places, signage, and other forms of tangible and symbolic entities in terms of economic or
political sources of capitalist investments. Moreover, Harvey helps to examine the result of
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urban dynamics, such as processes of gentrification and demolition, as the result of capitalist
speculations.
For the purpose of my study, I also consider Harvey’s emphasis on aesthetics in
political economy. He points out that aesthetics is culturally and politically determined and
explicitly tied to spatial constructs. It articulates processes of fetishization and persuasion
and, as such, it represents continuity of the dominative logic of capital between modernism
and postmodernism.
Moreover, theoretical approaches of Marxist geographers are productive and
appropriate analyses with which to examine roadside commercial places considering on one
hand, these common forms as dynamically constituted by social and economic processes that
shape and make sense of their structures. On the other hand, I consider roadside places as
conveyors of meanings, abstract ideas, ideologies, and hidden issues, emerging as
constitutive of ever-changing social, economic, and cultural practices. 50 A historicalgeographical materialism, therefore, rethinks the connection between geography and political
economy and provides a better understanding of geographies of inequalities and issues of
race, class, power, justice, and social and ethnic differences embedded in spatiality. 51
My dissertation is also informed by theoretical and methodological works focusing on
the concept of visual representation to examine and interpret the second component of
Highway 66: symbolic cultural constructions. I refer to works that consider visual
representation as a crucial link between culture and society and uncover how its components,
functions, and effects address social construction and production in the contemporary public
sphere. I revisit in particular Stuart Hall’s constructionist approach centering on the practices
of representation and explorations of visual products as activities that involve cultural
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systems and consumers. In his study of encoding-decoding process, Hall points out the
relevance of symbolic forms in the communication exchange and discloses the deep link
between subject, culture, ideology, and knowledge that operates within visual representation
in an intimate way. For the scope of my study, I consider Hall’s model to show how
representational forms encode dominant-hegemonic meanings but also produces a negotiated
and oppositional reading in viewers. In the different modes of engagement with popular
culture that Hall illustrates, audiences are not mere passive consumers but active-meaning
makers who recognize ideological messages embodied in images. Going further, studies of
semiotics and advertising have demonstrated the capacity of consumer-viewers to create
counter-messages, reworking existing messages and transforming them into satirical
parodies. 52 Using this theoretical framework, my exploration of Highway 66 symbolism
shows how the iconic forms that still identify the route convey alternative meanings instead
of nostalgic conceptualizations of the route. The controversy surrounding the Albuquerque
Rapid Transit (ART) construction offers an example of how historic symbols can become a
counter strategy within urban politics as a way to confront dominant forces, showing the use
of Highway 66 heritage from a different viewpoint.
In my analysis of Highway 66 symbolism, I also consider the work of cultural and
feminist geographer Gillian Rose as a useful methodological framework to interpret murals,
images, signs, and material constructions related to the Highway 66 era. In her work Visual
Methodologies, Rose examines the composition of the visual forms and their latent meanings
as well as their capacity to circulate in different places using articulation. 53 For reading and
interpret visual records, I also adopt Elspeth H. Brown’s methodology. She powerfully helps
combine history and American studies, by dividing the process of visual analysis in three
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steps – description of physical and material aspects as well as content of the image;
deduction to understand what the visual narrative suggests; and speculation to interact with
the image and pose further questions that might develop new hypotheses. 54
I employ these methodologies of visual representations also to investigate cultural
constructions including memorabilia, such as vintage cars of the fifties, gasoline pumps,
license plates, and the shield. These iconic objects were representative markers of the
Highway 66 era and maintain social, functional, aesthetic, and symbolic functions that are
relevant to explore the contemporary heritage of the corridor. Lastly, maps are another kind
of cultural texts that reveal the role of symbolism in promoting social, political, and
nationalistic discourses. These forms of geographical knowledge are both material and
mental constructs encouraging the construction of alternative possible worlds. As such, there
are powerful agents of power-knowledge in their own right, as historian and theorist J. B.
Harley and geographer David Harvey state. 55 To examine the formation and evolution of
Central Avenue, I principally center on the studies of William Dodge, David Kammer, John
A Jakle, Franklin McCann, Marc Simmons, Howard Rabinowitz, Chris Wilson, and Susan
DeWitt.
Ethnographic Methodologies
Geographer Richard Walker underlined landscape studies as a field deeply
characterized by an internal tension running between two different perspectives. On the one
hand are studies that adopt a morphological examination of the built forms and objects in
terms of “culture-as-artifact.” 56 On the other hand, there are new models of cultural
geography calling for an exploration of landscape in terms of a space where social,
economic, political, and ideological meanings are articulated differently. Walker
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provocatively reiterates the primacy of renewed attention to look closely at ordinary places as
tangible sites of everyday life. 57 It is my intention to combine both approaches to explore
Central Avenue. In this section, I describe my visual approach to both evaluate and document
roadside buildings and visual constructions during fieldwork.
In the first part of my fieldwork, the bulk of my research was conducted from June to
December 2016 at the street-level to document buildings, signage, symbols, and object, using
the City Directory of 2016. As I walked and observed ordinary places along the current strip
to verify whether they belonged to my commercial types under consideration, I noted some
places on those lots showing unclear features that encouraged questions to understand their
real function. As Pierce Lewis and Don Mitchel point out, “although [landscapes] convey all
kinds of messages, [they] do not convey those messages in any obvious way. The landscape
does not speak to us very clearly.” 58 During my fieldwork, informal conversations with
owners and managers of roadside facilities illustrate how commercial places, the history of
Highway 66, and the future of Central Avenue were part of the everyday life of the local
community.
Sometimes, they were vacant buildings, spaces only identified by old signage, and
vacant spaces with evidence of footprints referring to their plans. Considering all forms of
spatiality as communicative devices, my research included these “anonymous” places, using
the theoretical approach of Edward T. Hall, the theorist of proxemics. 59 He advocated a
fruitful vision of “silent” spatial dimension often ignored by scholarship. 60
Fieldwork resulted in a digital photographic archive, consisting of more than 5033
photos (including buildings and sigs), 114 buildings, and 96 signs that I included in the
diagram of the layout of Central Avenue in 2016. During the survey, I respected the
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following filters: built forms built between 1937 and 1970 (the period of Highway 66 in
Albuquerque), bearing Highway 66 symbolism (inside and /or inside the buildings), and
located within the city limits (from Tramway on East Central to Enchanted Trails RV Park &
Trading Post on West Central). In the phases of observation and documentation of ordinary
places and symbols, I embraced significant theoretical and methodological works offered by
visual methodologies. They helped to examine proximity, spatial organizations, and details,
which are particularly useful in a visual analysis of spatiality, architecture, and symbolism;
for example, the technical specifications of HABS (Historic American Buildings Survey) and
the significant contributions of Gillian Rose.
My documentary photography has been largely informed by photographic works of
New Topographics of the 1970s in the works of Ed Ruscha, John Scott, and Stephen Shore.
They recorded the road and roadside facilities to show a minimal style or aesthetic. Their
objective description of roadside scenes focuses on the status of the photograph as a
document. In contrast with major models of American western landscape photography, New
Topographics problematizes the landscape genre because their images focus not only on
roadside structural constructions but also function as means to investigate the American
culture. New Topographics photographers reinvented the landscape genre including in their
portfolio images that illustrate processes of urbanization and suburbanization, consumerism,
mass production, homogenization, and physical and social contradictions. Although all
topographics provided insightful works for analyzing architectural structures within ordinary
landscapes, I centered in particular on Ruscha’s famous works on gas stations and on the
strip, Twentysix Gasoline Stations(1963) and Every building on the Sunset Strip (1966), for
their images of homogenized consumer landscapes of the America of the 1950s. Moreover,
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he includes several photographs of Mom-and-Pop gas stations, then well on their way to
extinction and commercial stations that rarely resemble one another. For examples, he
documents one Texaco station that stands alone, while another is combined with a restaurant,
and one Conoco sign is attached to a building, while another is freestanding. His images,
therefore, show the language of American commodity standardization in the early 1960s and
how the built environment became an increasingly exchangeable consumer product.
Highly influential for my visual research was also John Schott’s Untitled, Route 66
Motels (1973). Along Highway 66, his images form a series of topographic views of small
motels both in daylight and under artificial illumination. Schott describes particular
architectural structure to highlight how places are part of specific era. Moreover, he called
particular attention to the mimicking of vernacular architecture in commercial buildings. For
the purpose of my studies, his work illustrates how the native architectural types such as
Pueblo and Spanish Colonial styles with their typical white stucco and design were
capitalized as a nostalgic housing for the sake of tourists. Lastly, my photography considers
Stephen Shore’s works American Surfaces (1972-73) and Uncommon Places (1982). He is an
American photographer who has played a seminal role in the integration of color
photography in a study of a man-made urban environment in the forms of buildings,
sidewalks, hotel rooms, and street views. Through his use of color and a particular aesthetics,
Shore illustrates the American cultural landscape of the 1970s. Along the U.S. highway
system, Shore drove west through the Southern States, and travelled back up to Chicago on
Highway 66 before returning home to New York. The project began to evolve into Shore’s
well-known series, Uncommon Places.
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During the phase of evaluation of the visual data, I specifically considered year and
types of structure (original function), style, setting, use (former and current), and possible
modifications of form. The archival research fulfilled the purpose of comparing the visual
references of the current roadside commercial structures to how they looked originally. 61 The
analysis uncovered whether the buildings maintained the original purpose for which they
were built and whether these places had been preserved, abandoned, or demolished. By
including signs and other forms of symbolic representations previously mentioned in the
cultural analysis, the dissection of all visual data brought to light which social relations and
practices are embedded into the spatialities along Central Avenue and allowed an evaluation
of the nature of the current Highway 66 heritage.
Mapping the Current Road
My dissertation is based on four interpretative themes that I grouped into three
chapters. Before delving into each section, an introductory chapter illustrates the formation of
Highway 66/Central Avenue and which political and socio-economic conditions determined
the evolution of its spatiality. This preliminary overview centers on local facts occurring in
Albuquerque and their profound influence on Central Avenue that underwent continuous
change and assumed various functions. The main thoroughfare of Albuquerque has a
complex history and a dual identity as the principal corridor crossing the city and a section of
the national highway, which overlapped from 1937 to 1970. I argue that an understanding of
the role that Highway 66/Central Avenue has played in the city needs a contextualization
within the urban configuration of Albuquerque as well as the main historical local and
national events, such as the advent of the automobile, the Depression era, and the postwar
period. Adopting a chronological analysis, I call particular attention to key historical and
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geographical factors that have determined the initial formation of Central Avenue (former
Railroad Avenue), the spatial and political influences entailing the two alignments (1927 and
1937) of Highway 66, the effects of tourism on cultural pluralism, processes and
consequences of suburbanization and gentrification, and the advent of the Interstate Highway
System. I conclude the chapter by providing some examples of local protests to consider the
relationship between spatiality, social contexts, and politics.
The following three chapters are organized to examine the themes of Road,
Automobility, American imagination, and the Southwest. Each section includes: (1) an
analysis of Highway 66 within each theme to infer how it addressed tangible and symbolic
elements of the highway in the past and which social, cultural, and economic values have
conceptualized the historic corridor as an enduring symbol; (2) an examination of all records
collected during my survey of tangible and symbolic resources along Central Avenue to
extrapolate the most relevant data relating to the theme; (3) an interpretation of those records
on the basis of their comparison with narratives of the past to understand which sociocultural and economic meanings they convey in the present and to infer how and why they
preserve or transform the Highway 66 heritage; (4) an interchapter that contains images to
provide a better understanding and contextualization of the text and a map of Central Avenue
including the places examined in the chapter. Using a “then-and-now” process of inquiry
within the four interpretative themes, my point is to uncover whether Highway 66/Central
Avenue preserves evidence of the historic heritage and narratives of the past or, instead,
whether its current forms and uses offer new interpretations of spatiality and symbolism as
well as different social, economic, and cultural values.
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The chapter “The Road” reveals how the appeal of Highway 66 derived from its
original project and the strategic logic of its course that deeply informed its heritage. Called
the “Great Diagonal Highway,” 62 it represented a commercial and trader connector until its
ongoing obsolescence caused by increasing traffic resulted in its official 1985
decommissioning. I focus on Highway 66 as a spatiality operating as a mode of production to
reveal which economic, social, political, legal, and historical dynamics have affected the
national corridor and what determined the construction and the development of the corridor
as well as its decline under capitalism.
About symbolic aspects of the route, I center on three distinctive factors that have
distinguished Highway 66 since its inception – the diagonal course, the route marker
including the number “66,” and nicknames. I argue that these components of Highway 66 are
not mere figurative elements but represent functional commodities that contributed to
highway formation as a mode of production and continue to articulate its history in
contemporary capitalist contexts. I conclude the chapter with an analysis of these symbols
during the controversy surrounding the Albuquerque Rapid Transit (ART) construction.
The chapter “Automobility” centers on motor vehicles as cause and consequence of
spatial formations along Highway 66/Central Avenue. As such, motor vehicles became
agents of transformation of social and urban environment, influencing, in particular, the
development of car-oriented roadside architecture along highways in the periods of
modernism and high modernism. Although several roadside businesses served the
convenience of motorists along the route, my analysis concentrates on the existing roadside
businesses of the Highway 66 era along Central Avenue including auto dealerships, filling
stations, motels, diners, and cafés. These distinctive spatial constructs dramatically changed
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Highway 66 from a mere route of connection to a horizontal sprawl of auto-oriented
commercial places.
I contend that an analysis of these auto-oriented commercial places in terms of their
formal components, such as design and architectural style, can reveal the connections
between spatial structures along the roadside and social, cultural, and economic forces that
intervened in their formation under capitalist conditions.
To investigate the themes of automobility and roadside architecture as visual
representation, I focus on television series and contemporary portrayals of cars and roadside
businesses that include photos, posters, and other forms of cultural expression along
Highway 66/Central Avenue. The analysis of these representations will validate the role of
aesthetics in capitalizing on an idea of the past, collective memories, and American history
and culture, and will reveal the role of representation in the formation of the Highway
66/Central Avenue heritage.
The third section, “American imagination” includes relevant aspects of the Southwest
and examines Highway 66/Central Avenue from the perspective of the use of its spatiality. I
contend that road trip experiences along the highway, as well as classic and popular
narratives that portrayed Highway 66, have contributed to create a conceptualization of the
highway in terms of the ideals of progress, prosperity, freedom, and the American Dream and
the essence of the white American spirit. I explore and adapt the notion of geographical
imagination rooted in the influential works of Marxist geographers, to disclose the formation
of “imaginative geographies” and how dominant and hegemonic forces use them not only to
pursue economic objectives but also to perpetuate public beliefs and prejudices that
determine stories of social oppression, exclusion, and segregation.
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I make the point that imaginative formations of Highway 66 in the past provide a
valid background to explore how the past currently affects the uses of roadside spatialities
along Highway 66/Central. In the second part of the chapter, I explore roadside facilities
along Central Avenue, centering my analysis on the aesthetics of buildings adopting
southwestern regional styles and signage as appealing commercial markers. I argue that their
aesthetics in terms of form, style, design, and symbolic meanings continue to convey myths
of the West, the frontier, and other ideologies. They transform visual components into
commodity fetishisms generating “false consciousness” that still capture the American
imagination and preserve Highway 66 in terms of a powerful capitalist metaphor.
My analysis of the use of spatiality includes forms of spatial rehabilitation of
buildings of the Highway 66 era along Central Avenue to examine some examples of current
adaptive reuse and traditional reuse. I stress that these processes shed light on how
imagination remains an essential component of institutional and normative spheres, affecting
both places and subjectivities of the present. I demonstrate how real and imagined spatialities
related to capitalist investments have reproduced not only “residual” dynamics but aso
originated “emergent” forms of “spatial consciousness.”
In the conclusive chapter, I include a diagram of the layout of Highway 66/Central
Avenue, including all resources and their current use and status. The final aim of my study is
to visually capture processes of preservation, transformation, and reinterpretation of the
roadside commercial places. From a more interpretative perspective, a critical analysis of
spatiality and symbolism elaborate their intersections to reveal the current heritage of
Highway 66/Central Avenue.

38
Among several questions that my study poses, I consider the most relevant: Which
themes that formed Highway 66 still promote the automobile culture, a sense of mobility,
personal journeys, and the idea of a mythic landscape related to the frontier and the epic
Southwest? Which contradictions, ideologies, and stereotypes does the contemporary
corridor embrace? How do Highway 66/Central Avenue’s built forms identify regional and
local peculiarities or places within capitalism? Along its current urban landscape, original
commercial buildings are still in use while others are mere imitations of the original roadside
architecture of Highway 66. Considering the several forms of idealization that made
distinctive the historic corridor, is the contemporary Highway 66/Central Avenue heritage a
tangible reality, a nostalgic echo of the past, or both?
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Chapter 1: Highway 66/Central Avenue. A Multi-faceted Spatial Identity
Introduction
Driving west from Tijeras Canyon and leaving the Sandia Mountains behind, the
view extends a long distance along Central Avenue, bisecting Albuquerque as far as NineMile Hill, which overlooks the city from its western limits.1 The history of the thoroughfare
describes a series of events that have determined the emergence of its dual role – Central
Avenue as the primary artery associated with the ongoing urban configuration of the city,
serving local commercial needs within the city’s boundaries; Highway 66/ Central Avenue as
one of the most significant section of the federal highway system from 1937 until 1970 – The
advent of Highway 66 in the 1920s profoundly affected Albuquerque, altering the design and
narratives of Central Avenue. In turn, Central Avenue enhanced the national highway with
regional architectural and cultural components that characterize the Albuquerque area.
In this chapter, I examine the geographical and historical evolution of Highway
66/Central Avenue in relation to the ongoing urban configuration of Albuquerque and within
significant events of national history. To uncover the incarnation of Highway 66/Central
Avenue, I make an argument that three factors have played a special role in the formation of
its socio-economic aspects and strongly relate to environmental and topographic features and
the multicultural heritage that characterize the city – traditional bioregional practices, historic
wagon roads, and the impact of the railroad in the late 1800. I assess these means of
production drawing on spatial theorists who have adopted theoretical materialistic
approaches of Marxian thought. Critical geographers have focused on how and why places
internalize and reproduce socio-spatial conflicts and contradictions within capitalism. By
turning “from a focus on meaning…toward a focus on production,” their analyses help to
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recognize the urban environment as an active component within processes of production,
circulation, exchange, and consumption. 2
I assert that the examination of the formation of Albuquerque and Highway
66/Central Avenue from the historical-geographical perspective reveals socio-cultural,
economic, and political factors under capital conditions that have played a crucial role in the
formation and development of Highway 66/Central Avenue within the city, affecting tangible
resources, identities, and symbolic constructions along the road.
More specifically, I focus on processes of urbanization, suburbanization,
gentrification, and tourism to disclose the role of capitalist processes in determining the roads
in the urban environment of Albuquerque. I contend that imperial expansion, colonizing
ideologies, and capitalist productions have been inextricably linked to the formation of
Highway 66/Central Avenue’s commercial landscape. These dominant forces have
transformed local cultures and places along the corridor into functional sources for American
capitalism, generating ethnic exploitation, asymmetrical relations of power, and class
difference. 3
I will examine Central Avenue’s dual role – first, as the “Main Street” of the city and,
later, as the cross-route along an east-west axis and a significant segment of U.S. Highway
66, making the case that local practices and political decisions, often hidden or overlooked,
have intentionally shaped the road as a mode of production, determining its social and
commercial spatiality in the framework of capitalism.
Throughout this chapter, when I use the phrase “Central Avenue” I am referring to
the historic road crossing the city prior to the 1937 realignment as Highway 66, while I use
“Highway 66/Central Avenue” to connote Central Avenue after its absorption into the
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national highway. I am drawing this distinction because current residents refer to the road as
simply “Central Avenue” that is the name that I use throughout my dissertation.
Old Trajectories in the Rio Grande Valley
Albuquerque, called “La Villa de San Felipe de Neri de Albuquerque,” 4 is the largest
city in New Mexico. Various historical and structural elements led to its urban, cultural, and
socio-economic growth and helped to attract Eastern newcomers and tourists to this area.
Looking at the natural environment and location of Albuquerque, the area consists of three
geographical features: El Rio Grande and its wooded area or bosque as a north-south
corridor, the adjacent Manzano and Sandia Mountains as the eastern and southeastern
boundary, and the desert plateaus with volcanoes on the west. A look at the topographic map
of the city shows the significance of the first socio-economic factor: the historic water
management system of New Mexico. As a network of irrigation ditches, the acequia system
still makes up part of the essential pattern of the valley and preserve the New Mexico
heritage.
They represent a positive encounter between humans and land that developed with the
Native practices of agriculture and irrigation. According to a Pueblo traditional view, these
effective eco-sustainable canals guaranteed a natural domestication of the land and, overall,
protected both environment and community subsistence. Although acequias represent a deep
tie between community and land that still contributes to preserve the cultural identity of New
Mexico, several authors such as V.B. Price, Patricia Nelson Limerick, and Laura Pulido have
devoted their investigations on the contemporary scenario in this area and showed processes
that have intervened and transform the biological environment into a vulnerable and unstable
habitat. 5
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Acequias run through the North Valley of the Rio Grande and the communities of Los
Ranchos, Los Griegos, and Los Candelaria. They preserve their semi-rural areas including
acequias, orchards, and parks, and trails for horses, though an increasing urban pressure is
evident. Other places where the local communities adopt the traditional irrigation system of
acequias are Barelas, a Hispanic farming district formed along an acequia in the mid-1800s,
South Broadway, a subdivision platted in the late 1800s, and Old Town, where the acequia
madre and lateral ditches irrigate fields run around the plaza. 6
Another relevant aspect of Albuquerque’s natural capital is its climate. The city
enjoys a particular combination of semi-arid climate and altitude. Its salubrious qualities
favored the treatment of pulmonary tuberculosis, transforming the city into a health center for
residents and newcomers through much of the territorial and early statehood periods.
Beside these relevant aspects that characterize Albuquerque’s topography, my study
focuses on the first wagon roads to disclose the relevant role that they played in the formation
of the city and Highway 66/Central Avenue. In an examination of the strategic geographical
position of Villa de Albuquerque it becomes clear that the early settlement of the city and its
role as a crossroads in the region largely depended on the establishment of historic pathways.
My study focuses on two of the old corridors: the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro also
known as the Royal Road of the Interior Land and the Camino de Carnué. They constituted
the early infrastructure and are considerable evidence of land use in Albuquerque’s
surrounding area. Moreover, both wagon roads contributed to the formation of the Highway
66/Central Avenue heritage. A study of these wagon roads reveals that long before the advent
of the railroad and the automobile era these efficient trade routes created a foundational
framework as routes of connection within the region, especially as means of communication
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and transportation. More importantly, the historic corridors represent powerful examples of a
dialectical conjunction of the natural environment, the spatial structures, and the socioeconomic and political practices.
The first historic road, Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, was one of the oldest trails in
the United States. As the primary road of travel and commerce long before the Europeans
arrived, the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro extended from mining colonies in the area of
present-day Parral, Mexico to the Spanish mission settlements in Rio Arriba in northern New
Mexico. 7 By adopting the materialist approach to investigate forms of communication and
transportation, my analysis of the Camino Real reveals that the corridor functioned to
strongly promote active economic development by moving capital beyond “spatial barriers
…and the creation of the physical conditions of exchange.” 8 The road became the expression
of commerce involving Hispanics, Native Americans, and Anglos. Especially after the
Mexican era, New Mexican opened up more distant markets, developing new trade relations
with Mexico and American wholesalers of the East Coast, developing a network of new
commercial relations in order to trade domestic merchandise. 9 In addition to being a longestablished wagon road of trade for thousands of colonists, for nearly 300 years the Camino
Real made possible Spanish settlements, European explorations, and military occupations,
linking economic activities under capitalism to the program of expansion of the United States
to California. The historic road legitimized the national rhetoric of Manifest Destiny an
ideological justification of the innate Anglo-Saxon or “American” supremacy that
condemned Black, Mexicans, and Native Americans as racially inferior – in the American
imagination. 10
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For the purpose of my study, I focus on a section of the Camino Real called La
Bajada (Spanish word for “the descent” and “downhill”). It was a volcanic escarpment
located on La Bajada Mesa Hill; a remote area about 19 miles southwest of Santa Fe in the
Middle Rio Grande Valley. There is historic evidence of a small village that Spanish settlers
established close to an abandoned pueblo village during the first colonizing expeditions. La
Bajada became a well-known segment of U.S. Highway 66 during the first north-south
alignment, when the national corridor departed Santa Fe and, following the Camino Real to
the south, entered Albuquerque along Fourth Street. One of the catalysts that transformed La
Bajada into a prominent geographical landmark for tourists was the Fred Harvey Indian
Detours. The road, however, zigzagged down the hill along a dramatic declivity with
numerous hairpin turns. As David Kammer notes, Herb and Hellen Walden opened a tourist
camp and other service facilities to provide assistance to motorists. 11 For several years, La
Bajada represented a serious challenge for motorists and several deadly accidents occurred.
As American novelist Rudolfo Anaya notes, the impact of the car on land and people was
significant. In his words, “the journeys of our grandfathers were slow, there was time to
contemplate the relationship of life and death. Now time moves fast, cars and trucks race like
demons on the highways …Violent death had come with the new age.” 12
Besides its connection with the famous highway, however, La Bajada had already
gained a special importance as a historic site. Over the course of the colonial period (15981821) the road across the mesa marked the boundary between two relevant regions– the Rio
Arriba, or the “upper river,” and Rio Abajo, or “lower river.” 13 Both centers were primary
Hispanic economic and political districts and known for communal farming, ranching,
religious activities, and political activism. Their compact and autonomous communities had a
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great cohesion of social heritage. According to Marc Simmons, the two neighboring districts
lived under Spanish administrative rules based on traditional practices for water distribution
using ditches or acequias. This irrigation management system was an ancient adaptive
tradition used by the ancient Pueblos and, later, by Hispanic colonists settled in the new
province in the pre-colonial era. It was highly adaptive to the local topography, hydrology,
and severe environmental conditions. The system consisted primarily of a complex pattern of
ditches to irrigate individual planted fields, following the rules of repartimiento (water
sharing and schedules). 14 By employing flood-farming techniques, local communities
guaranteed agricultural practices that became the mainstay of economy and subsistence in the
Middle Rio Grande Valley, as Chris Wilson notes. 15 Historian José Rivera defines the
acequia system as a water management institution, incorporating a sustainable land-use
pattern and cultural and institutional continuity that represents a synthesis of Native
American and Hispanic cultural, economic, legal, and administrative competencies. As such,
the acequia system offers an example of bioregionalism, a concept by which “the contour of
the land and its contents determine the life and culture.” 16
The acequia system also makes evident struggles and negotiations about water and
land rights that became a relevant component of the historical and cultural roots in northern
New Mexico. As a result of Spanish colonization from the time of Oñate’s expedition that
largely affected local ecological worldviews and the railroad’s arrival with the introduction
of the Anglo-American industrial-capitalist economy, both the Rio Arriba and Rio Abajo
regions changed dramatically. New Mexican merchants, for example, affected these areas by
expanding their pattern of trade long before the railroad. Along the Camino Real local traders
established new commerce with eastern American wholesalers to import foreign goods and
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resell them in New Mexican provinces. By opening these commercial relations, local
entrepreneurs altered the local economy, opening the way to future capitalist transformations
in these territories. 17
The historic Rio Arriba and Rio Abajo represent, therefore, not only powerful
examples of bioregions but also geographical contexts that evolved through conflicting
social, economic, and political dynamics and processes of negotiation that dramatically
altered irrigation practices and the way of life of local communities. Adopting a historical
geographical materialist perspective to explore modes of production related to Albuquerque’s
Highway 66, I suggest that the notion of bioregionalism should expand into a broader
definition that takes into account capitalist and political aspects – “bioregionalist politics.” 18
The second historic wagon road, Camino de Carnué, also has been an important
travel corridor through the ages. For centuries the historic pathway served as a connection
between the Estancia Valley to the east and the Rio Grande river valley to the west, before
becoming a proper wagon road. Better known as Tijeras Canyon road, it connected the
original plaza of Old Town to the old Spanish Colonial settlement of San Miguel de Laredo
de Carnué, established in the mid-1700s beyond the Sandia Mountains. Because of Apache
and Comanche attacks, the local population abandoned the village in 1770 and it was refounded in early 1800. 19 In the area, self-sustaining agricultural communities flourished,
using traditional irrigation ditches and log flumes, as we have seen in the historic places of
Rio Abajo and Rio Arriba. As in the cases of villages along the Camino Real, the arrival of
American pioneers permanently altered the land uses and management practices that had
existed in these Hispanic settlements for centuries. As with La Bajada road, Tijeras Canyon
gained new historical significance after being connected to Highway 66. After the 1937 re-

52
alignment, the national highway became both the primary east-west road and also the first
complete corridor crossing New Mexico. Both wagon roads – Camino Real and Camino de
Carnué – are historically connected to Highway 66. Their analysis is indispensable to
understand the national highway not only as the innovative mode of transportation and
communication celebrated in the contemporary era but also as a corridor deeply rooted in
ancient cultures and bioregional practices that historically and geographically shaped this
region. In accordance with David Harvey, my study argues that heritage is a process that has
its purpose and its use value in the present but deserves attention for its dialectical sociospatial constructions occurring in the past. 20
Capitalism on Rail Tracks
The western expansion and the movement of people and goods entered into a new
phase with the development of American railroads. Similar to the effects of wagon roads
built during colonization, especially the Camino Real, the railroad facilitated easier and faster
trade within the United States. The burgeoning enterprise was an invention that substantially
changed the southwestern way of life. Railroads improved the development of
communication and distribution by allowing the expansion of commerce and trade between
the industrial eastern states and the largely agrarian Southwest. Easier and cheaper
transcontinental travels from the eastern states facilitated the rapid growth of factory
production, logging, and mining and the introduction of new materials, such as steel, iron,
lumber, coal, and grain. Rapid industrialization was the basis of new towns, expansion of
markets and the arrival of more people including new ethnic groups that settled in the United
States from northern Europe. Tomás Atencio notes insightfully that America’s industrial
processes and the railroad system occurred at the same time.” 21
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Adopting David Harvey’s critical perspective of historical geographical materialist
perspective, I consider the new mode of production as a technology that brought several vital
resources but also affected social formation and the forces of production. The railroad
accelerated the turnover time of capital investments, developing a different logic of
capitalism. Looking at the relationship between technology and society through the lens of
accumulation, therefore, shows the politics of expansion in the Southwest in a different light.
Technology, infrastructure, and communication were the instruments for launching the
American industrial revolution but, more importantly, they involved processes of
commodification of land through the rise of the urban system and forms of agrarian
capitalism. Moreover, it should be noted that while the new means of production often
appeared as “neutral” processes, they actually obscured asymmetric power relations and
social conflicts that primarily constituted them. The initial motivations for the rapid
westward expansion across the country had been the idea of national unity as a clear part of
the doctrine of Manifest Destiny and the opening of mass markets.
The arrival of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railway (AT&SF) in the spring of
1880 transformed the urban geography of Albuquerque and deeply altered its politics,
economy, and society. The production of resources introduced by investors during the
railroad era triggered processes of capitalization that pervaded Central Avenue’s urban,
commercial, and social formation that underwent continuous development from that time.
The track lines came from Las Vegas, New Mexico along a north-south axis that
approximately paralleled parts of the historic wagon road of the Camino Real de Tierra
Adentro, Passing through Rio Abajo, the railroad represented “a message of increased
pressures on the native populations as land speculation.” 22
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The choice of location was very likely related to the topography of the area to avoid
the Rio Grande flood plain, on one hand, and to have enough room to accommodate the new
facilities associated with the railroad transportation industry on the other. 23 As well, the line
of the railroad tracks depended on an economic proposal of some prominent entrepreneurs,
such as William Hazeldine, Franz Huning, and Elias Stover. They formed the New Mexico
Town Company, a subsidiary of the New Mexico Railroad Company, and prepared the way
for the arrival of the Santa Fe railroad by starting land purchases around what would become
the railroad depot in the hope of creating considerable investments in the future townsite. 24
By acquiring the right-of-way already existing in the pre-railroad era, they shared the profits
from lots. The track lines became part of Barelas, one of the earlier Hispanic villages located
south of the original townsite that formally established in the mid-seventeenth century as an
agricultural community. The advent of the railroad impacted the heart of the historic barrio,
transforming it into an urban neighborhood. Rudolfo Anaya poetically describes the railroad
as “a bad wave of the ocean covering all that was good,” in his novel The Heart of Aztlan. 25
People in Albuquerque greeted the arrival of the railroad with welcoming
celebrations. Among several speeches of civic leaders and investors who defined the event
as the initiation of a new era of economic progress, Hazeldine delivered an ideological
speech to praise the East as the symbol of progress and knowledge that “civilized” the
“primitive” and “inferior” population of New Mexico. 26 Defining the region as a state of
nature, antithetical to civilization, Hazeldine anticipated future interpretations of the
westward movement and the frontier that emerged some decades later and that deeply
influenced American imagination and reinforced political ideals of conquest and white
supremacy. The emergent entrepreneurship opened the door to an increasing presence of
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newcomers and their capitalist dominance serving the ideologies of a new “promised land”
and progress – both values that significantly encouraged prejudices towards the native and
Hispanic populations. 27
Anglos imported urban strategies and spatial practices that determined a deep
physical and social segmentation within Albuquerque. A few months after the railroad
arrived, the “Americans” introduced a conception of street planning that dominated not only
the emergent urban configuration but also addressed the earlier villa that followed the
Spanish Law of the Indies orienting communities around a central plaza. 28 Civil engineer
Colonel Walter G. Marmon laid out a city pattern on an Anglo grid system as the layout
adopted by Midwestern towns. It uniformly aligned the streets as a system of alleys parallel
to the railroad tracks and with names from east to west within the center of the town.
The change of urbanization, however, not only reflected the Anglo sensibilities of the
Midwest but, more importantly, an expansionist belief oriented to using the railroad to
develop an urban and economic nucleus distinct from the historic Old Town in
Albuquerque. 29 Capitalist speculations and political ambitions permeated the inequality
between the Old Town and New Town and led to the division of the two communities and
the decline of influence and importance of the villa. Before the railroad era, Old Town
represented primarily the religious, commercial, and residential center. The Plaza Vieja was
the “symbol of the traditional Mexican community that inhabited the mid-Rio Grande valley”
and maintained its Spanish and Mexican heritage and a conglomeration of old businesses and
the farming center within its original boundaries even after the arrival of Anglos. 30 Its
economy was based on intensive farming, though other traditional businesses serving
residents were established, such as wool production and sheep ranching. In addition, Old
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Albuquerque emerged from the ongoing commercial activities and seasonal migration of
workers who moved along the Camino Real. 31
New Town Albuquerque, on the contrary, was exclusively Anglo and built with the
arrival of the railroad in 1880. 32 Newcomers entering Albuquerque did not relate with the
original Hispanic settlers and the two towns continued to pull further apart. Under the capital
investments and planning of leading enterprisers, commercial, religious, and recreational
activities expanded. The railroad district continued to grow and the population doubled and
primarily settled in permanent neighborhoods within New Town. Albuquerque’s community
leaders actively called for incorporation that was approved in 1885 with the election of the
first mayor, Henry N. Jaffa, a Jewish merchant who arrived in New Mexico from Europe. 33
When New Town gained a strong political and commercial position, the city’s center
officially shifted from Old Town to the Anglo city that became a fully incorporated city by
1900. The two towns, however, remained separated until the city commission passed a
resolution to annex Old Town in 1949.
Fronting on what is now First Street, the railroad created a two-mile separation
between the emergent commercial townsite – New Town – and the original Villa de
Albuquerque – Old Town. 34 The urban division of Albuquerque meant, however, much more
than a physical separation of two defined districts. As historians highlight, the railroad
passing near the original settlement created “two towns, Old and New, sharing the name but
sheltering different societies, vividly distinct in age and architecture.” 35 Although Railroad
Avenue, linked the two towns, “they persisted as two parts of a whole, Hispano and Anglo,
separate social communities bound into an economic entity.” 36 The social disparity
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increased, generating tensions between Hispanics and Anglos along political, racial, and
ideological lines. 37
Under the hegemonic forces of the civic and political legitimacy of New Town, the
native communities felt as “strangers in their own town” and the Old Town declined
becoming “a step-child in its own house.” 38 With its decline ended an essential part of the
history of Albuquerque. As Tomás Atencio emphasizes, la Vieja was the center of the Rio
Abajo community; the first settlers of Albuquerque including not only cattlemen, ranchers,
and peasants but also generations of political leaders, soldiers, and elitist members. 39 Local
newspapers of that time, however, hastened the decline of Old Town by stressing racial and
stereotypical justifications centering on the rise of the modern Anglo and the fall of the
primitive Mexican. Travel guides also used stereotypical imagery of Hispanics that were also
reused in the first decades of the twentieth century to promote tourism in the Southwest and
to cater to travelers going west along the new Highway 66. 40
With the coming of the railroad, the access to Eastern goods improved and had an
effect not only upon the urban configuration of Albuquerque but also on the original
architecture. Entering into the industrial age, the city shifted from a vernacular tradition of
buildings characterized by locally available materials, primarily adobe or mud bricks, to
construction techniques and styles imported by the Anglo forces of modernization. 41 The
new materials, building techniques, and stylistic influences reflected eastern models, the
neoclassical and late Victorian styles of the period. Existing buildings within the Huning
Highlands, the first subdivision platted just east of the rail tracks, still indicate the lifestyles
of the Midwesterners and the residential development at the time.
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Rail transportation facilitated commercial connections between the city and the major
centers of the East and invigorated local businesses that were complemented by industrial
and manufacturing activities. By developing around the railroad tracks and later expanding
towards the west, commercial activities permitted the city to become a distribution center. At
the turn of the nineteenth century, Albuquerque was defined as a town that could “grasp the
urban growth trade of the entire Southwest.” 42 Concurrently, the industrial district located
near the railroad tracks grew, including the first businesses raising capital, such as shipping
services, and also general stores, public and professional offices, and entertainment
facilities. 43 The development of the emerging “new city,” however, was slow and its
commercial and residential district remained bounded by the railroad depot and within the
eight blocks west of the railroad. The expansion of New Town on the east side of the tracks
showed the first signs of development with the Terrace Addition laid out in the late 1880s
and the establishment of the University of New Mexico on the sand hills in 1889. 44 The
suburban development in this area, however, began to expand only after 1910. 45
As rail travel intensified, railroad companies such as the Southern Pacific and the
Santa Fe boosted capitalism targeting middle- and upper- class urbanites through tourism.
The American Southwest, or “the Great American Desert” as it was also called, had already
drawn several Anglo Americans such as explorers and writers who ventured into the “natural
barriers” describing their emotions provoked by these arid lands. 46 While at that time, the
“wild” West was considered worthless, with a transcontinental railroad it became “a reliable
way to get there, it could be a gold mine.” 47 Between the turn of the century and World War
I, businessmen used the Southwestern landscape as having value in its own right; a product
that could be sold on the market as a commodity. Romanticized images of picturesque and
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sublime places captured the imagination of newcomers and tourists, especially those coming
from the East Coast, in a way that reflected their desires for exotic adventures.
Landscapes are not as innocent as they appear and their representations have often
played a relevant role in creating “imaginary” places that, actually, obscured the exploitation
that produce them. Tourist promoters took special advantage of the Native Americans who
inhabited the area intersecting the railroad route. With a surge of nationalism and
expansionism from the former century, the railroad companies fostered a variety of
representations of native peoples in postcards, calendars, promotional pamphlets, and
picturesque photographs with the purpose of creating expectations for visitors. Portrayals of
Indians as “living” evidences of a pre-civilized era efficiently rendered an idealized vision of
tribal peoples emerging from the past. As a part of alluring architecture in adobe and
elaborate arts and crafts, Native Americans as well as the traditional Hispanic woodcarving
religious figures became marketable spectacles of “primitive” and “vanishing” ways of life. 48
These visual forms of symbolic capital catered to the tourist gaze by creating a stereotypical
version of peaceful Indians blended into the “enchanted” land. 49 Concerning the illusory
power of iconography, David Harvey insightfully observes, “the most ideological effects are
those which have no words, and ask no more than complicitous silence. The production of
symbolic capital serves ideological functions because the mechanisms through which it
contributes to the reproduction of the established order and the perpetuation of domination
remain hidden.” 50
Ethno-tourism significantly affected the cultural pluralism of Albuquerque and
became “one of the State’s largest single sources of peacetime income.” 51 By combining
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history and tradition with myth, Anglo developers boosted the traditional villa de
Albuquerque and its heritage as an appealing destination, “waiting to be discovered.” 52
New Albuquerque was growing fast and numerous hotels appeared within the commercial
district, serving tourists and “a mobile professional population that was expanding the
American urban economy." 53 They were located along the five blocks of Railroad Avenue
west of the tracks. Among the earliest hotels were San Felipe Hotel (1899) and Armijo Hotel
(1890).
Above all stood Alvarado Hotel (1902), the AT&SF hotel located from the corner of
Railroad Ave. south along 1st St.). It was a notable luxurious complex in California Mission
style and adobe technique, including decorative vernacular features. The structure combined
a hotel, railway station, and a curio shop, becoming a “shining jewel” for the American
upper- and middle-class. 54 It became the core of tourism when Fred Harvey Company,
operating with the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad promoted the “Santa Fe
Southwest” in the first decade of the twentieth century. 55 The first combination hotel and
restaurant, called the famous “Harvey Houses,” gained also popularity for employing the
Harvey Girls, young women moving from rural communities, such as farms or small towns
of the country, to work in Fred Harvey’s lunchrooms as “uniformed maids,” to keep to his
high standards. 56 Under the Fred Harvey/Santa Fe partnership, the hotel became a
commercial endeavor that primarily focused on Native American themes. In the Curio Shop,
Fred Harvey developed a new market for pottery based on “real” encounters between tourists
and native peoples who displayed hand-made objects as symbols of their native domestic life.
The presence of Native American artisans demonstrating their traditional art and culture to
visitors made the exposition more “authentic.” 57 This intersection of culture and capital
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transformed traditional objects into consumer goods. Dominant classes maintained their
power not simply by “controlling the means of production,” but by controlling culture and
exerting cultural hegemony, as sociologist Sharon Zukin observes. 58
Tourism not only transformed native peoples and their traditions into a form of
spectacle, but also altered their way of life by introducing monetary value. Prior to the
railroad, pottery had a functional use within the Native community or was for trading with
other tribes. The ethno-tourist economy shifted the native mode of production from trade to
capitalist profit. As David Harvey observes, “Money and market exchange draws a veil over,
‘masks’ social relationships between things. This condition Marx calls ‘the fetishism of
commodities.’” 59
Another negative effect of the market strategy delved into Native American identity.
Customers’ demand for “exotic appeal” altered the original production of Native objects and
motifs, encouraging a misrepresentation of southwestern cultures. Marx’s writings and
notebooks on colonialism shed light on the role played by economic subordination and
exploitation of Native values and how these processes can be interpreted as forms of
colonialism established by a dominant culture. 60 Interestingly, the analysis of postcards and
articles published during that period did not find any images portraying tourists buying
Indian objects in Fred Harvey’s salesroom. This suggests that probably the company
intended to preserve an “innocent” vision of both Indians and tourists and to avoid showing
how the tourist gaze had been transforming ethnic objects, native traditions, and people into
commodity values.
Tourism contributed to reinforce the idea of a harmonic tri-culturalism that became
one of the most formative components of the city’s identity. Albuquerque earned the
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appellation “the gateway to the Indian country.” 61 Indeed, this implied a misleading and
rhetorical reference that all three ethnicities – Native American, Hispanic, and Anglo-Saxon
– were equally recognized in the state. Worse, this artificial vision of the region and its
cultural traditions avoided recognizing processes of ethnic exploitation and racial exclusion
following the arrival of the railroad in the Southwest. Marxist analysis of cultural
capitalization helps recognize these processes of spectacularization of “otherness” within
economic and political relationships. The Fred Harvey Company, along with other
speculators of New Town, transformed genuine architecture, art, dances, and symbolism into
souvenirs for upper- and middle class tourists. By using an appropriate spatial context like
the Alvarado Hotel to present the “good” Indians and their objects, Fred Harvey created an
effective fictional stage where native peoples seemed to be “naturalized” in a pastoral past.
Critical studies of spatialities recognize the role of the built environment in the
reproduction of values, ideas, and aspirations of dominant forces. Physical forms seem a selfevident and unquestioned reality, while “landscape obscures,” as Don Mitchell notes. 62 In the
Alvarado hotel, deceptive, peaceful and masked hegemonic forces of Anglo power preserved
racist stereotypes and nationalist ideals transforming places and people of the Southwest into
marketable commodities. 63
Railroad Avenue: The Emergence of a Dual Identity
On the outer wall of the movie theatre at the corner of 1st Street SW and Central
Avenue is a plaque that pictures turn-of-the-century downtown Albuquerque; it depicts one
of the first hotels in the city, Hope’s European Hotel, stores, and a mule-drawn trolley car
running in front of the old buildings; a description explains that the streetcar trolley system
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consisted of “three miles of tracks from the railroad depot along Railroad Avenue to Old
Town Plaza and south from the depot to Los Barelas.”
Railroad Avenue played an important role in serving a bridging function for the new
eight-blocks grid system. As the initial “Main Street” of Albuquerque, Railroad Avenue was
the core of New Town extending from the area of the railroad depot to the west of the
original townsite and connecting the grid of streets that had been laid out. 64 From the
perspective of the material cultural geography, Main Streets offer a window into how the
creation of a new spatiality affected processes of economic and social transformation within
a city. With the coming of the railroad, Albuquerque’s Main Street received the greatest
impetus for changing its role from a road of connection to its role as a commercial center.
The physicality of its spatial organization, a dense intermingling of civic and commercial
buildings that included small businesses, hotels, rooming houses, and entertainment places,
created a symbiotic connectivity of public, institutional, commercial, and private realms. 65
Since the very beginning, the aegis of commodification that dominated both private and
public life made evident how the bourgeoisie was the very economic force to have the power
of managing public space. Oriented to the railroad tracks, Railroad Avenue formed one of the
principal axes for commercial development, accentuating the division between the “modern”
New Town and the “historic” Old Albuquerque. Railroad Avenue evolved gradually
following the urbanization and suburbanization processes that largely depended upon the
private interests of developers, merchants, and landowners who rewrote the urban geography
of Albuquerque under capitalism.
Along Railroad Avenue the circulation of capital and technological innovations made
possible a different kind of politics that facilitated the emergence of a rapid development of
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public transportation. During the railroad era, a trolley system pulled by mules served
Railroad Avenue. Later, the Street Railway Company introduced horses in 1881. 66 Although
it offered only limited daily service to a walking community within the boundaries of the
original townsite, the trolley was a crucial component in the emergence of Railroad Avenue
as a business district. In this period, the road was one of the two axes determining the
geographical boundaries of the city and played the relevant role of connecting the old plaza
of Villa de Albuquerque and the small subdivisions added on the East Mesa. 67
Although the population soon doubled and businesses became “persistent,”
Albuquerque’s developers noted that the city did not have “a boom” as did other towns
nearby. 68 Real estate boosters and businessmen started aggressive promotional campaigns by
publishing a variety of pamphlets to promote the advantages of the city. Their intention was
to encourage the marketing of the East Mesa and gain profit from the gradual eastward
suburbanization. 69 In the last decades of the nineteenth century, a series of additions
expanded the core of the business district within the boundaries of New Town. About two
blocks east of the tracks at the base of the sand hills, Franz Huning developed the Huning
Highland Addition that became the first residential suburb. Its style and design were
predominantly Victorian and designed for middle-class residents. 70
New opportunities for urban expansion came from the natural environment. As
previously mentioned, Albuquerque enjoyed a distinctive natural environment characterized
by a unique landscape with natural resources and a favorable climate. At the turn of the
twentieth century, a flood of newcomers arrived in the city from the East Cost seeking
recovery from tuberculosis attracted by local promoters who advertised Albuquerque’s
healthy climate. More than a dozen tuberculosis sanatoria opened on the East side in the first
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two decades. The climatological therapy became one of the prominent economic resources of
Albuquerque for several decades and also encouraged the urban expansion. As newly-built
health complexes flourished, a residential growth to accommodate the new permanent
residents was demanding. By linking the natural environment and social aspects, residential
builders developed a capitalist urbanization of the East Mesa where newcomers settled. 71
A second relevant factor that had a profound effect on suburbanization was the
introduction of electric streetcars, which replaced mule-drawn-cars in 1904. 72 By facilitating
the connections between Downtown and the developing residential subdivisions and health
centers, the electric transportation system permitted residents in the developing areas of New
Town to maintain daily relations with the central district and the historic Spanish villa. At the
same time, the electric streetcars became an active agent of private interests. Some city
entrepreneurs and land speculators encouraged home ownership in the areas served by
streetcar buildouts. New residential areas expanded distant from city’s center, becoming a
vehicle for capitalist accumulation.
Electric trolleys along Railroad Avenue led up to the sanatoria and east Railroad
Avenue was called “T.B. Avenue” for a while. 73 Called "streetcar suburbs," new suburban
residential and commercial areas developed close to the University as well as the new
Heights Grade School and continued to expand even after the end of World War I. 74 Taking
advantage of the synergy of all these factors, the East Mesa became an ideal alternative for
residents and newcomers to avoid the crowded and noisy area of downtown as well as
opened suburban development toward the Sandia Mountains. Additions such as Stamm’s
Terrace Addition, Brownwell and Lail’s Addition, and Col. D.K.B. Sellers’ University
Heights Addition accelerated the phenomenon of suburbanization and illustrated the new
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social and capitalist attitudes of the period. City leaders and real estate investors were
essential to luring customers into the new residential areas. By traveling at a higher speed and
covering great distances, the electric trolley changed attitudes and made possible easier
connections between people and places.
Nationally, the electric transport system altered the way many Americans perceived
the city and spatial distances, and began a new model of American city configuration.
Streetcars anticipated, or better helped establish, relevant changes in the American way of
life and ever-larger urban regions. As urbanist Dolores Hayden marks out in her work
Building Suburbia, streetcar lines had a vital effect in shaping the residential landscape. From
the start, they worked in concert with “development practices, building technologies,
marketing strategies, and architectural preferences” in creating evolving suburban patterns
deeply intertwined with American ideals of mobility and private property. 75
In Albuquerque, the new thoroughfare also encouraged commercial activities along
the primary business road (Railroad Avenue) and contributed to keeping Old Town alive and
not isolated from the rest of the urban space. While suburban areas were rapidly expanding
on the sand hills of the East Mesa, the commercial district of New Town continued to grow.
Situated west of the tracks and along Railroad Avenue, several new buildings featured
commercial and public services for residents and construction projects of that period became
landmarks in the downtown area, such as the Bliss Building (1903). By the turn of the
century, Railroad Avenue became the main commercial corridor in Albuquerque.
Considering the active dual role that Railroad Avenue had played for decades, as
transportation corridor serving business activities in downtown and as a connection with the
emerging eastern suburbs, the City Council led a campaign to rename the corridor. As
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reported in the Albuquerque Morning Journal of May 1907, Railroad Avenue became
“Central Avenue” to connote the role of the road as “the city’s main business street and the
center of town.” 76 More than that, civic leaders intended to promote the road as the main
thoroughfare towards the East, especially, across the East Mesa to Tijeras Canyon. 77
The Advent of Highway 66 in Albuquerque
During the following year, the introduction of the automobile accelerated the
evolution of Central Avenue. As one of the most significant technologies, the motor vehicle
became the dominant mode of transportation in America, affecting its urban, social, and
economic contexts. The increasing popularity of the automobile and the urban growth
enhanced the public demand for paving and better roads. These complex transformations
worked in concert with local political and economic dynamics to open the way for the
emergence of Central Avenue as one of the most significant segments of Highway 66.
The emphasis that characterized the east-west corridor and the new economic
prosperity that Albuquerque reached was the 1937 realignment, which largely depended on
the vision of “Greater Albuquerque.” This term refers to the political campaign of Clyde
Tingley, the mayor pro tem of Albuquerque and later governor of New Mexico, starting from
the mid-1920s and successively supported by the New Deal. 78 Tingley encouraged the vision
of a “Greater Albuquerque,” a program that vigorously aimed at the economic improvement
and beautification of the city by promoting a series of revolutionary transformations. In the
mid-twenties, his policy started pursuing a program that held various political, social, and
economic implications that deeply affected the future of Albuquerque.
It is important to consider Tingley’s actions taken in the city as structurally
determined by the New Deal’s public policy that reshaped the United States within a
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capitalist order promoted by the liberal reforms. In accordance with national public work
projects Tingley’s program centered his envisioned modernization of the city on the
development of roads, new infrastructure, public and institutional facilities, landscaping, and
recreational structures. In particular, he considered the impact of automobile ownership,
which had become the widespread means of private transport, on the promotion of his
politicies of annexation of outlying areas. In his program, Tingley also included an expansion
of the city boundaries towards the West Mesa where a private airport operated from 1929,
surrounded by acres of empty desert. 79 His vision of the future of Albuquerque anticipated
McCann’s words, which noted how “the city depends on the control of transportation by
automobile.” 80 Tingley was also aware of the potentiality of Central Avenue in the urban
development of the city. However, only in the early 1930s did the construction of a new
bridge crossing the Rio Grande permit Central Avenue to reach the West Mesa.
During the decade from 1920-1930, Albuquerque enjoyed an intense population
growth, economic development, and implementation of numerous public works projects. In
addition to the paving of the major streets, a new urbanization characterized the central
business core of the city. Reflecting an intense spirit of revitalization, massive structures
showed different styles and design, such as the First National Bank Building (1922), the sixstory Sunshine Building (1924), the Kress Building (1925) and McCanna/Hubbell Building
(1919). These edifices with their eclectic architecture and height replaced smaller
commercial structures and dominated not only the downtown skyline but, more importantly,
promoted national ideals such as progress and modernity. 81
Along Central Avenue, some impressive buildings employed, instead, an inventive
combination of architecture and design to appeal to tourists with fascinating southwestern
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styles. Examples were Franciscan Hotel (1922), the Quickel Building (1924), and the Kimo
Theater (1927) commissioned by Oreste and Maria Bachechi utilized ideas and examples of
Native American symbolic and stylistic elements. 82 From a theoretical perspective, these
architectural forms reveal how the use of aesthetics in architecture “is deeply concerned with
the spatialization of time” and how a building “tries to communicate certain values through
the construction of a spatial form.” 83 Interest in the historic and scenic character of New
Mexico and Indians motivated new forms of economic speculation. The Indian Detour
excursions that emerged with the influence of the automobile paved the way for the
popularity of Native American tourism. The ethno-tourism marketing created by Fred Harvey
Company and the Santa Fe Railway, previously mentioned, broadened its commercial
activity. Besides the Alvarado Hotel, the Harvey Company boosted rail tourists in the state.
Fred Harvey’s detours made evident the tremendous potential of automobile roadways and
mass tourism in subjugating native peoples and villages in the Southwest, naturalizing as
”authentic” mere spectacular displays of Indianness. Under capitalism, they also invented
encounters with the “last frontier,” using visual materials such as brochures. In so doing, they
revealed, as still do, the power of photography in commercializing the lore of Native cultures
and the idea of the West. 84
In Albuquerque, the impact of the automobile and commercialism became more
apparent in the 1920s. A plethora of new commercial property types proliferated, offering a
variety of facilities to meet the changing needs of travelers – repair shops, dealerships, tire
stores, initial filling stations, grocery stores, diners, and tourist courts. 85 The majority of these
early forms of roadside services were small, independent enterprises, known by the
colloquial term “Mom-and-Pop.” These owner-managed businesses contributed in a
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significant way to create an enchanting family atmosphere and a special “sense of place” to
cater to travelers. By providing accommodations that met personal expectations, owners
actually created a new “way of life” in the American consciousness. As the city directories
and maps of those years disclose, these auto-related facilities primarily served motorists and,
therefore, their development was largely dependent upon the demand for services by
travelers. 86 Most of these roadside businesses and traffic were located on Fourth Street, the
north-south axis recognized as the principal road coming from the north through Santa Fe
until 1937, as already mentioned. 87 Since 1905, the road was part of NM Route 1, paralleling
the AT&SF tracks and approximately following the original Camino Real. In 1926, it was
redesigned by the federal highway system as U.S. 85. 88 After bisecting Central Avenue in the
downtown area, it ran south to the historic Hispanic neighborhood of Barelas, then turned at
Bridge Street and crossed the Rio Grande at Barelas Bridge, proceeding towards west to
Laguna Pueblo. 89 According to Chris Wilson, Central Avenue Bridge was completed only in
1931. 90 By avoiding Barelas Bridge and shortening access to the airport on the western side,
Central Avenue became the main corridor within the city. 91
Along Fourth Street, the presence of the early roadside facilities revealed not only an
important transformation of urban geography but also the emergence of a “modern”
American way of life based on a sense of mobility and the use of more convenient and
functional facilities. During the Great Depression, the economic difficulties of those years
promoted a flourishing of tourist courts and cottages with carports. Motorists started to avoid
the fancy and expensive hotels located in the central district, preferring, instead, roadside
facilities along the road, as James Agee observed in his well-known article of 1934. 92 The
variety of roadside services for travelers and tourists contributed not only to a new
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commercial growth in Albuquerque but also shaped a wholly new urban landscape – the
commercial highway strip. 93 U.S. 85 received an immediate economic reinforcement when it
became part of the federal highway system. Its designation as Highway 66 in November
1926 improved transportation arteries and increased the influence of the automobile on
American lifestyles. By merging with the “Main Street of America,” Fourth Street benefited
traffic and tourism and played the role of Albuquerque’s primary artery until Highway 66
changed its alignment and entered the city from Tijeras Canyon only in 1937.
Until then, Central Avenue maintained its importance as the main east-west street
through the business district in downtown and its role as a connector between University
Heights and the developing suburbs on the East Mesa. Roadside facilities started to appear,
but they were oriented to serve local motorists rather than being directly associated with the
tourist industry. 94
Combining U.S. 85 and U.S 66 created a long debate involving civic and political
leaders, businessmen, the Chamber of Commerce, and community organizations of the
region. Under Tingley’s leadership in the mid-twenties, the extant Highway 66 route from
Santa Rosa through Santa Fe along a north-south axis became a focal issue and an integral
part of political-economic discussions. By recognizing the significance of the new east-west
road, named the “Santa Rosa bypass,” in the development of the transportation network in
the city as well as tourism, Tingley encouraged the new alignment. 95 He considered, in
particular, U.S. 85/U.S. 66 not only in terms of its convoluted circuit but also as a connector
between Santa Fe – the “City Different” – and Gallup – the “Heart of Indian Country.” 96
According to State Highway engineers who had surveyed the area, this section of Highway
66 lacked the inherent modern features of width and straightness that were essential to ensure
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road commerce and the burgeoning trucking industry. More importantly, the north-south road
only met the economic interests of Santa Fe and northern New Mexico, considered to be the
tourist centers by politicians, business people, and rail travelers. Albuquerque was excluded
from being the prominent “crossroads” of the state. To this end, a political campaign started
in 1926 by democratic governor Arthur T. Hannett, promoted a new route for Highway 66
directly west from Santa Rosa to Albuquerque. Although the project of re-routing Highway
66 originated during a politically controversial trial, known as “Hannett’s joke,” it
accomplished an initial section of the future east-west straightaway which roughly followed
the historic 35th parallel – the route that ultimately designated Highway 66 as the symbol of
moving west. 97 Nonetheless, several efforts over the course of more than a decade were
necessary to complete the entire stretch and to make effective the official realignment that
eventually included Central Avenue into the nation’s “Main Street” and recognized
Albuquerque as the principal city and intersection of the state.
The Emergence of Central Avenue during the Depression Era
The financial devastation that struck so intensely the United States in the early thirties
deeply affected New Mexico, though the state did not immediately feel the national
downturn. Moreover, as several authors have pointed out, while the Great Depression had
detrimental effects for much of the United States, it also produced contradictory effects along
Highway 66. In particular, along the road a new set of public policy tools helped confront the
national economic collapse. 98 In Albuquerque, consumerism and principal industries of the
1920s slowed down while on-going municipal and private constructions, educational
institutions, and transportation projects remained relatively vital. When Clyde Tingley
became governor of New Mexico during the mid-thirties, his proactive policy and political
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contacts with Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s presidency actively involved the region in the
New Deal relief program. By representing the rise of new social and political forces in New
Mexico, Tingley adopted economic measures that actively boosted the city, protecting
capitalism. Working with institutional and economic forces of the city, he funneled federal
financial aid to reshape the city’s urban environment and improve personal mobility,
suburban expansion, and tourism – projects that involved Central Avenue. 99
Roadside facilities such as motor courts, and restaurants began to spring up and fill
the empty blocks close to the fairground on East Central as well as in the Old Town area. 100
These auto-oriented businesses revealed on one side, a steadily growing population living in
the suburbs, and a number of residential and educational additions that were shaping a
modern urban landscape, and on the other side highlighted the emergence of tourists and
travelers using these new kinds of roadside facilities along Central Avenue. 101 Considering
the importance of the tourism industry in the flourishing of tourist courts during the 1930s,
Chris Wilson notes, “[a]lthough tourist courts, as their name implies, first served auto
tourists, many traveling salesmen, whose expense accounts were trimmed during the Great
Depression, also began using these accommodations.” 102
During the Depression era, the owners of roadside businesses along Central Avenue
employed numerous tactics to attract customers. The use of signage, for examples, became an
essential component of the automotive highway. Tourist courts, gas stations, and other
facilities needing to grab motorists' attention used unique images that appealed to their tastes.
With the use of neon, iconic forms became visible even in daylight. Their brilliant
illumination not only enhanced the appearance of commercial strips but also became an
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effective resource through which owner attempted to save their businesses from the
economic maelstrom. 103
Moreover, as David Kammer points out, two factors enhanced the importance of East
Central and its commercial development in the 1930s; first, paving the road and second,
including Central Avenue within the federal highway program that aimed to transform the
road through Tijeras Canyon into a scenic route. 104 The improvement of several stretches as a
part of the highway project was also reported in some editions of Albuquerque Progress in
the mid-1930s. Specifically, the magazine gave news of extensive road projects that were
expanding Highway 66 east and west of Albuquerque. 105 As a consequence of all these
factors, Central Avenue underwent growth in terms of infrastructure, residential areas, and
tourism and undermined the economic domination of the railroad as well as the relevance of
U.S. 85/U.S. 66 along Fourth Street.
By November 1937, Highway 66 was reoriented along the east-west route coming
from Tijeras Canyon and avoided La Bajada Hill and its potential vehicle tragedies. 106 From
a wider perspective, the evolution of Central Avenue shifted from a “Main Street,” serving
downtown and initial suburban annexations, to a westward corridor crossing the city as a
section of the federal highway system – a twofold role that characterized Central Avenue’s
identity from then on. 107 Moreover, the effects of the reorientation of Highway 66 along the
cross-route signified the establishment of Albuquerque as the “Crossroad of New Mexico.” It
should also be remembered that Highway 66 was the first paved highway across New
Mexico in 1937 with federal funding from the Works Progress Administration and from the
Civilian Conservation Corps. 108
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The impact of the realignment significantly affected the development of roadside
facilities. As McCann pointed out, instead of the few businesses that appeared prior to the
realignment, there was a rapid increase of tourist courts established along Highway
66/Central Avenue. He also noted the transformation of the Old Town, where “the original
center or plaza of the Spanish town of Nuestro Senior San Felipe de Neri de Albuquerque is
almost deserted. Its stores have all moved over to Highway 66 and new ones have been
added there.” 109
It should be noted that if New Deal reforms seemed to move economy status and
stability of the country into a new era, they actually saved capitalism and stabilized the
financial system and the nation’s capital markets. It was a conservative project, and enlarged
the middle-class while it “failed to extend equality and generally countenanced racial
discrimination and segregation.” 110 During the Depression, Federal New Deal subsidies
launched intense national advertising campaigns. The state of New Mexico distributed
postcards, brochures, and colorful road maps, and placed historical markers along the roads.
By publicizing a unique “Land of Enchantment” in the attempt to enhance tourism, the New
Deal program used the “culture of image” to reaffirm consumer capitalism. The state’s
economy had already largely benefited from the special fascination with American Indians
that had emerged at the turn of the nineteenth century. Increasingly, Native American
artisans arrived in the city to work and sell their handmade goods such as pottery, jewelry,
weaving, and embroidery featuring native motifs. 111 In the attempt to appeal to both tourists
and Dust Bowl refugees, trading posts such as Wright’s Trading Post (1935) and Maisel’s
Trading Post (1937) grew commerce by endowing their buildings with regional and exotic
features. 112 The use of indigenous themes calls into question these marketing techniques of
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curio shops. They continued to transform traditional aspects into mere appearance to sell
“idealized Indians” and perpetuated the forms of cultural capitalization introduced by the
American railroad industry years ago. Moreover, to increase the “real” Indian encounter with
visitors, trading shops included a work area where Native American silversmiths could be
seen through a glass-enclosed opening while working. 113 A motel owner of the postwar
period, Ralph Jones, well describes Native Americans and cowboys as key factors of tourism
saying, “My friends, just because you live here among them all, do not lose sight of the fact
that there are literally thousands of travelers who have never seen an Indian. Indians have
tremendous pulling power." 114
Anglo dealers collaborated to develop other forms of exploitation that affected Native
identities. 115 Native artisans had developed strong relationships with Anglo traders to sell
their handmade goods in the past and maintained agency in determining their economic
value. But, by the turn of the century, when the demand for Native silversmiths increased
with tourism, companies like Fred Harvey began to work with traders who farmed out
jewelry, copying Native designs, styles, and appearance and selling them at lower prices to
tourists. Because the idea of “authenticity” was used as a slogan of the companies, Native
pieces continued to have a reputation of high quality and catered to tourists. It was only in the
1930s that the United Indian Traders Association (UITA) was organized to protect the
production of original handmade arts and crafts. However, the manufacture of false “Indian”
works continued. Some attempts to protect genuine Native handworks encountered strong
opposition from businessmen, as in the case of some curio shops that used mechanical
equipment to create and sell “Native” products and were not prosecuted. 116 Only the issue of
the Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990, a truth-in-advertising law, protected the nature of

77
Native American products displayed for sale from false versions and producers as artisans of
an Indian tribe. 117
Another ethnic groups suffered processes of discrimination as well – African
Americans. Their conditions in Albuquerque during the 1930s are less known. Some
documentations report cases of discrimination of African American during Tingley’s
administration. When the Tourist Bureau was created, it promoted aggressive national
campaigns that attracted thousands of newcomers from Texas and Oklahoma. Several social
tensions emerged and African Americans were banned from cafés, theaters, and hotels, like
the Alvarado. While in the twenties exclusionary practices were mostly limited to verbal
agreements, during the Depression the separation of classes and race was accentuated.
Discrimination also affected Hispanic people, but there is no evidence as in the case of
African Americans. With the arrival of the automobile, Hispanic residents in New Mexico
had the opportunity to open businesses such as gas station along Highway 66. 118
During wartime of the 1940s the economic situation of Highway 66/Central Avenue
changed. The reduction of traffic and tourism and severe constraints on building construction
affected roadside businesses. Especially in this period, the local westward corridor had to
accommodate national events that influenced its built environment and roadside businesses,
in particular the Mom-and-Pop operations. The American involvement in the world conflict
after the Pearl Harbor attack in 1941 demanded a rapid mobilization of military traffic,
especially towards the west coast. When military efforts became crucial during wartime,
Highway 66 strategically contributed as an artery of transportation, helping the transfer of
military convoys and other vehicles related to wartime purposes. It should be noted that the
corridor further stimulated local economies along the highway, where military bases cropped
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up. In Albuquerque, the war period was another turning point for the cityscape and for the
character of Highway 66/Central Avenue. With the establishment of Kirtland Army Air
Force Base in 1942 (later Kirtland Air Force Base), including military sites of Sandia Base
and Manzano Base operated by the U.S. Army, the east side of the city grew rapidly and was
accompanied by a special revitalization of roadside businesses along east Highway
66/Central Avenue.
Several commercial activities along the road, nonetheless, mirrored the national
Highway 66’s decline occurring between 1942 and 1945. The war economy employed people
and rationed several resources such as gasoline and tires. The private car market dropped off
and tourism was extremely limited. In addition to military trucks, other movement
characterized Route 66. Cassity brings to light a kind of movement of people who relocated
their businesses from small towns and farms to the cities to open new commercial activities
along Highway 66. 119 As was true in the Dust Bowl migration of the 1930s, the national
corridor was again the focus of a migration, continuing to represent hope for a better life.
Small, independent business owners, such as roadside family restaurants suffered with the
reduction of tourism. Gas rationing limited the distance motorists could travel and as a result,
tourism declined. In this period, a significant change affected roadside commercial buildings,
the evolution from the Mom-and-Pop management system to the chain format. Mirroring an
increasing national franchising occurring along the national corridor, Central Avenue started
to embody a new form of roadside businesses, which affected not only commercial activities,
but also the road itself, again altering its cultural landscape. Central Avenue continued,
however, to function as a highway as well as a purveyor of local traffic, maintaining the
twofold identity assumed with the realignment of U.S. 66.
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The “Golden Age” of Highway 66/Central Avenue
At the end of World War II, the national economy rebounded vigorously, encouraging
a time of innovation and technological changes. The postwar economy saw a rapid increase
in employment opportunities offered by new modes of production, such as manufacturing
and high-tech businesses. Moreover with the advent of the Cold War and the Korean War,
Sandia National Laboratories and the military establishment at Kirtland Air Force Base
expanded the scope of their work and nuclear research, attracting and offering new work
opportunities. 120 The return of prosperity generated a consumer society based on the vision of
“more, newer, and better.” 121 An unprecedented development in production, marketing, and
consumption became the central reality of American experience and profoundly shaped all
aspects of social and cultural life. Political theorist Frederick Jameson describes this “new
type of social life and a new economic order” that connoted the United States in the late
1940s and early 1950s as a “society of the media or the spectacle, or multinational
capitalism.” 122
In the aftermath of the war, the phase of commercial and industrial revival and the
critical conditions created by the tripled population not only contributed to Albuquerque
attaining a prominent position among other cities of the region, but also marked another step
in the evolution of the urban pattern: the suburban development. Before World War II, this
phenomenon had been more focused on homeowners and the construction of new homes on
the periphery of the city onto the East Mesa. As noted, the development in that area had
begun in the late nineteenth century with the establishment of the University of New Mexico
and continued with the growth of the first residential development in the 1920s and 1930s. 123
The postwar suburbanization was characterized by much heavier dependence on the
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automobile. According to Albuquerque Progress, the number of vehicles had reached an
unprecedented level that worsened traffic along Highway 66/Central Avenue in the late
1940s. 124 A comprehensive study examined the growth of Albuquerque and the large
increase in traffic volume in the 1950s. Focusing on the cruciform urban pattern of the city, a
new plan attempted to improve the arterial street system already initiated before the war in
the central district and solve traffic congestion and the lack of parking. 125 The expansion of
geographic boundaries and the prospects of an economic revitalization, nonetheless,
encouraged a rapid migration of people and several retailers out of downtown to the
promising east side of Highway 66/Central Avenue. 126 Beyond the city’s boundaries, the
undeveloped land areas on the east side were inexpensive and larger spaces offered easy
access and off-street parking lots. New shopping centers started to appear with the purpose of
serving residents in the emerging neighborhoods. 127 One of the most relevant examples of
automobile-oriented shopping centers was Nob Hill Business Center. Conceived by a real
estate developer, Robert B. Waggoman, the shopping complex was a neighborhood center
that included a variety of small stores clustered around an off-street parking lot designed for
a new post-war American living pattern that arose in response to the automobile. These retail
businesses, as well as entertainment facilities and services, marked the streetscape with
innovative types and styles of construction, rapidly transforming Albuquerque’s physical,
cultural, and social landscape.
The “golden age” of Highway 66 also involved West Central, beginning its extension
close to Old Town and then crossing the river toward Nine Mile Hill. West Central Avenue
was opened to automobile traffic in the 1930s when the first bridge was built across the Rio
Grande toward Nine-Mile Hill. The first signs of commercial development marked the area
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from the river to North Coors Boulevard during the Depression. Tourist-related facilities took
advantage of a breathtaking view of the Sandia and Manzano Mountains that met travelers
upon entry into Albuquerque along Central Avenue from the west. Commercial
improvements, however, proceeded more slowly in this part of the city. According to the LC
City directories, an increase in small roadside businesses, such as service stations, motor
courts, restaurants, and a few curio shops up Nine-Mile Hill occurred only in the 1950s. 128
Since then, a concentration of businesses characterized Highway 66/Central Avenue, though
the road remained oriented to serving passing motorists and lacked significant residential
development. This urban configuration was in sharp contrast to east Highway 66/Central
Avenue where a diversified commercial strip served a twofold role: catering to residents as
well as vacationers and business travelers.
In 1956, the federal government passed a bill entitled the “Federal-Aid Highway Act”
with the purpose of beginning construction on a national Interstate Highway System. 129
Interstates played a vital part in molding a new order that, while accomplishing efficient
traffic movement and road transportation would also accelerate decentralization. In New
Mexico, the construction of the new Interstate 40 began in the 1960s. An intense period of
debates by local groups opposed the plan because they were afraid of the consequences that
the realignment would have on local businesses. 130 The national highway program had, in
fact, inevitable and relevant consequences on Highway 66/Central Avenue. As in other
American cities, interstates accelerated suburbanization. In Albuquerque, it reached the
foothills of the Sandia Mountains, preparing the way for construction of larger shopping
malls such as Winrock and Coronado Centers, which served the new residential subdivisions.
The postwar urban policy impacted the urban configuration of Albuquerque
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not only in terms of beginning an efficient traffic movement and road transportation, but also
as a way to support the destruction of central districts. After the expansion of the city’s
boundaries in the 1950s and the development of a variety of roadside businesses on east
Highway 66/Central Avenue, downtown openly changed, showing a gradual loss of
traditional buildings that symbolized the city’s identity.
Contemporary Identities of Highway 66/Central Avenue
Nationally, beginning in the late 1960’s, a phenomenon of “urban renewal” of
downtown in several cities resulted from a conjuncture of factors: interstate construction,
sprawling suburbs, and dependence on an automobile-centric way of life. Some scholars of
American politics and history have brought to light significant evidence of business interests
in highway building in metropolitan areas. 131 Their critical analyses reveal that city planners,
government officials, and automobile lobbies planned urban renewal as a part of interstate
construction. They promoted construction of new traffic arteries and urban restructuring as a
strategy to solve traffic problems and accelerate economic development. In reality, their
plans resulted in uneven development that “worsened the plight of the cities” and involved
socio-economic and racial issues. The rebuilding of central cities impacted low-income
neighborhoods because they were “blighted districts contiguous to the very heart of the
city.” 132 Large sections of homes and businesses were uprooted, mostly inhabited by African
American groups, forcing residents to leave their communities and relocate to suburbs
around the interstate highways. Sharon Zukin describes the “death of downtown” saying that
“centrality has its contradictions…For a population that is socially or economically
displaced…centrality is a struggle between their own segmented vernacular and a coherent
landscape of power.” 133
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One of the most relevant examples of this phenomenon was Robert Moses’
renovation plan in New York City in the mid-1940s, showing how suburbanization led to the
demolition of many neighborhoods to make way for expressways. Moses’ plan entailed a
radical transformation in lifestyles that produced a whole new way of life promoting the
formula “to destroy in order to create,” as Eisenhower’s project of interstates later
perpetuated. 134 Marshall Berman and David Harvey critically analyze these tendencies of
capitalism, bringing to light how they enforce innovations on the urban environment and
foster conquest of new markets through exploitation of the old ones. In their elaboration of
practices of urban renewal, houses and neighborhoods emerge as fragile built forms
embedded both in the circulation of capital and in processes of “creative destruction” within
modernity. 135
In response to construction of the Interstate Highway System in the 1960s, revolts
arose in several cities in the hope of saving neighborhoods against modernization. The urban
landscape emerged as a site of struggle highlighting its function as connector of economic
interests, social relations, and reproduction of power. According to detailed accounts of
interstates and their effects provided by Mark H. Rose and Raymond A. Mohl, highway
revolts erupted in American cities in those years when state and federal highway engineers
had complete control over freeway route locations. Because of the opposition of citizens and
leaders in the U.S. Department of Transportation, new federal legislation gradually imposed
restraints on highway engineers, providing freeway fighters with grounds for legal action. 136
Similar to other cities of the country where the urban renewal occurred, Albuquerque
adopted large-scale improvement according to the practice established by the Federal
Housing Act of 1949 and the following act of 1954. These legislations, enacted during the
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Truman presidency, advocated a national housing reform based on the capitalist economy of
modernism. Urban renewal supported the idea of clearing and rebuilding slum areas and
promised federal funding to acquire good public housing. After the expansion of the city’s
boundaries in the 1950s, urban development on east Highway 66/Central Avenue openly
contrasted with the gradual deterioration of buildings in Downtown. During the late 1960s
and early 1970s, an intense “urban renewal” campaign altered the spatial and cultural
patterns along Highway 66/Central Avenue. 137 Downtown continued to retain banking,
hotels, theaters, and public offices, but retail commercial activities had to shift away to
remain competitive and several historic buildings were demolished. Moreover, the
progressive relocation of downtown businesses had provoked a “ghost city business area.”
Both factors were evident signs of a progressive decline of Albuquerque’s center. 138 As
Howard Rabinowitz reports, “Downtown was built for yesterday, not for today. We have to
change its facilities if it is to survive.” 139 Albuquerque lost significant symbols of its historic
capitalist development, such as the Alvarado Hotel, The Korber Building, the Franciscan
Hotel, the Ilfeld Warehouse, and Huning Castle, to cite a few. 140 The City Commission
considered the “urban renewal” efforts as “the only possible way to develop the
downtown.” 141 New edifices arose in their place and redefined the downtown area such as a
new city hall and parking structures, incorporating older buildings that remained as mere
reminders of the past.
According to Marxist perspective, these strategies of revitalization of the central
business districts or suburbanization are not just a matter of creating new infrastructures. As
David Harvey explains, the origins of urban restructuring plans that became common after
1945 were based on high-modernist ideals of “linear progress, absolute truths, and rational
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planning,” which promoted principles of a hegemonic social order and economic profits. 142
Moreover, his analysis of the new urban rationalization insightfully reveals not only the
tendency of capital to reproduce itself but also an internal contradiction in the processes of
gentrification. Older public buildings express, on one hand, values of the past that should be
preserved and, on the other hand, the dominance of a past that prevents future capitalist
developments. The urban environment became an expression of “capitalist struggles to create
a physical landscape appropriate to its needs and purposes…only to find that what it has
created becomes antagonistic to its needs at a future point of time.” 143 The creation or
renovation of tangible structures shows in the first place that urban environment is in service
of capitalism and, in the second place, how the devaluation of infrastructure helps new
formations of capital. 144
A Marxist perspective reveals how capitalist accumulation was tied to urban renewal
as a primary strategy through which the capitalist system constantly reshapes modes and
means of production as inevitable and necessary improvements. Actually, the creation of new
urban forms or redevelopments of old structures obscures economic interests, projects of
capitalist expansions, and exploitation of land and people. In one of his most recent
contributions, David Harvey examines forms of spatial displacement under capitalism,
defining them as radical means of “accumulation by dispossession.” In this way he provides
a link between capitalist accumulation and imperialism, a connection, which became
increasingly significant during the long period of economic crisis beginning in the 1970s and
that with the start of neoliberalism accumulation continues to this day. 145
The significant physical changes of the urban renewal policies also involved Old
Town. In the mid-1950s, zoning ordinances declared Old Town an historic zone. The original
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plaza became an enclave where artists relocated from Highway 66/Central Avenue to
promote tourism. 146 All these urban processes show not only how the physical landscape of
the city changed but, more importantly, the role of different needs and the ongoing dynamic
of capitalist accumulation in altering the built environment. 147
When Interstate 40 was completed, it joined Highway 66/Central Avenue at the
current interchanges near Tijeras canyon on the East and atop Nine Mile Hill on the West.
The new highway ran almost parallel to the old road for seventeen miles. The construction of
the interstate not only deeply altered the urban geography of the city, but also the commercial
strip lost part of its vitality and historic identity, becoming a “business route.” 148 Scattered
gas stations and motels along Highway 66/Central Avenue remained relatively unchanged;
several tourist services were converted to other uses or became rapidly marginal and did not
recover. When the national highway was officially decertified in 1985, Highway 66/Central
Avenue’s commerce oriented even more to local residents within the city limits. 149 In
comparison to East Central, commercial establishments along West Central suffered the
greatest decline. About forty motels and other facilities closed from 1950 trough 1990. 150
With the construction of the interstate, McCann’s vision as explained in his 1940 analysis of
the city’s growth seemed to be accomplished. “It is commonplace that the automobile
multiplies until it so increases the density of traffic that it defeats its own purpose, swift
movement. The future pattern of the city depends on the control of transportation by
automobile.” 151 After the decommissioning of Highway 66 in 1985, scholars, institutions,
preservation and redevelopment plans, associations, and Route 66 magazines have focused
on Highway 66/Central Avenue to bring to light how its formation resulted from the complex
interweaving of a variety of local and national narratives.

87
I conclude this section by making a few reflections on how the road is a specific
geography that not only intersects the history of capitalism but also complex social practices.
Adopting a historical-geographical perspective, my study reveals Highway 66/Central
Avenue as an arena of political and economic relations that dialectically intertwine with
capitalist dynamics at local and national levels. Places form or comprise a socio-cultural map
that participates in a dominant discourse of power, often obscured by an ideology of
progress, objectification and the aestheticization of otherness, and processes of gentrification.
Focusing on a politics of place, a critical historical geography helps to disclose not only the
formation of uneven geographies but also alternative counter-hegemonic voices that make
evident the significance of Highway 66/Central Avenue. As a socially mediated place, the
road preserves a special visibility for the economic life of the city. Annual events such as the
Summerfest and all parades flow along the road engaging local businesses and the
community.
Because of its distinctive sense of place within the city, Central Avenue has been the
urban context also for popular protests. These different socio-spatial dialectics show how
time, space, and identity are inextricably connected. As Edward Soja explains, “space is a
material product, in relation with other elements...which give to space a form, a function, a
social signification.” 152 I argue that social mobilizations politicize places, deploying roads
and neighborhoods as spaces of resistance. Spatiality emerges as a relational entity that links
multiple relations infused by individual and collective experiences as well as dynamics of
power and struggle. From this perspective, the connection between forms of resistance and
Highway 66 sheds light on other kinds of forces and social dynamics that are embedded in
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the existing spatiality of the corridor and its heritage. This dynamic relationship that links
past and present rarely emerges in scholarship.
I mention some cases of popular activism that took place along Highway 66/Central
Avenue that represented a small minority of the Albuquerque population. As with other
transportation infrastructures in the country, the historic road has carried resonance for a
series of protest demonstrations that also turned into violent encounters with police. Most of
the local riots occurred along the street for the purpose of bringing it to a standstill and
upending the economic life of the city. Popular gatherings and violent incidents took place
starting from the 1960s and police brutality and harassment has been a theme long
recognized and contested in several marches. Activism addressed pressing issues such as
racial discrimination, the Vietnam War, women’s rights, housing, poverty, and
unemployment. Ethnic rights involved protesters for decades
Demonstrations took place at Yale Park, a historic gathering place of the youth
counterculture, located in front of the university bookstore. In many memories, Yale Park
remains connected to hangouts of the late 1960s and the early 1970s during the Vietnam War
protests. In recent years, protesters have reinvented the place as a “free speech” site for
advancing environmental and social issues and to express solidarity to minorities. Gatherings
occurred thre in 2011, when protesters occupied what they called Camp Coyote as part of the
nationwide “Occupy Wall Street” protests against the prevailing political and economic
order. 153 More recently, demonstrations took place against an oil pipeline in North Dakota in
support of Indigenous Lakota people. 154 Along Highway 66/Central Avenue recent marches
of protest expressed their concern over the recent killing of Michael Brown, an unarmed 18year-old African American killed in Ferguson by a white police officer who was not
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indicted. 155 As a last case, I mention the large demonstration of high school and college
students who staged a walkout and joined the national protest in September 2017 over
President Donald Trump’s announcement of ending the Obama-era program that shields
young undocumented immigrants from deportation. Protesters asked the Congress to
continue DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals), involving universities and leaders
at the local, state and national level. In other words, Highway 66/Central Avenue, as with
other forms of spatiality and means of production is a reflection of political economic and
socio-cultural processes of American society.
I suggest that an exploration of social protests might represent a new way of
investigating urban places in relationship to politics. A study of the geography of resistance
can disclose how different ways of seeing and ways of life transform local places, such as
roads or neighborhoods, into political spaces. I assert that the deconstruction of locations of
resistance opens new windows on how issues of race, class, and gender become parts of
mobilizations through specific time and places, affecting American heritage at national and
local levels. Moreover, it should be noted that all these topics have rarely received attention
in studies of Highway 66. I argue that they could offer new interpretations of how its heritage
is involved in these socio-political practices.
Concluding Thoughts
My historical overview shows how Highway 66/Central Avenue turned from a dirt
wagon road connecting the commercial activities within the city boundaries into a segment of
the national highway that marked the history of the United States. 156 As noted, a first turning
point after the arrival of the railroad was the introduction of the automobile. Vehicles were
both the cause and effect of Albuquerque’s growth and of the development of a new auto-
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oriented urban landscape that expanded Highway 66/Central Avenue beyond the city limits.
Nonetheless, the principal impetus for the urban configuration of Central Avenue was the
advent of Highway 66. The national corridor represented a unique response to ideas, human
experiences, and places, influencing American history and culture as the official auto and
truck corridor of the country. When Highway 66 crossed the Southwest as the major
automobile route and entered Albuquerque along the east-west axis in 1937, Highway
66/Central Avenue encompassed many of the characteristics of the national corridor, such as
progress, mobility, economic transformation, westward expansion, and tourist attraction.
These aspects remained embedded in roadside tourist facilities such as motels, restaurants,
filling stations, and curio shops, evolving and overlapping during the historical periods of the
Great Depression, World War II, the post-war boom years, and the advent of the interstates.
Processes of transformation of Highway 66/Central Avenue’s commercial landscape
reveal not only the structural evolution of the major urban street in Albuquerque but, more
importantly, the role played by economic, socio-cultural, and political forces in addressing
Highway 66/Central Avenue. By examining the road from the perspective of historicalgeographical materialism, my overview focuses on the infrastructure and roadside
commercial places of the road to reveal how urban forms strongly intertwined with
geographies of power and capital formations. Tangible and symbolic components of the road
reveal patterns of racial inequalities, class differences, and indigenous exploitations. By
mirroring the national tendency to represent southwestern scenery and indigenous cultures,
architecture and popular images along Central Avenue created fascinating visions of the
Southwest for newcomers and tourists, perpetuating the transformation of people and places
into consumer goods. As spatial theorists have argued, landscape is a material evidence of
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human activities as well as being “implicated in the ongoing formulation of social life.” 157
More than that, in examining at Highway 66/Central Avenue during the years of its
formation, spatial analysis reveals that the road was an active instrument of capital
production and an agent of cultural power. 158 Thus this analysis will contribute to a “reading”
of Highway 66 as a mode of production that will disclose its heritage from a pioneering
theoretical perspective.
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Chapter 2: The Route
Introduction
The highway system transformed the nation’s urban landscape by replacing railroads
as the primary infrastructure in the late 1920s. The planning of road building, however,
started years before and derived from a convergence of factors related to unprecedented
industrial growth. With the increasing movement of people, materials, and the need to
accommodate the new motorized vehicles across the country at the regional and national
level, the demand for “better roads” had become a pressing issue. 1 Working in concert,
governmental decisions, technical experts, and a variety of organizations focused on the
planning and location of transcontinental highways as a necessary means “for the economic
and social growth of a modern nation.” 2 Their efforts specifically centered on the connection
of remote or dispersed communities to urban areas of the United States and promoted “coastto-coast highways that followed existing railroad alignments and roughly paralleled a series
of old wagon roads.” Besides considering highways as instrumental transportation corridors,
my analysis examines them in terms of modes of production, socially produced and
consumed within capitalism. Using historical-geographical materialism as a critical method
of inquiry, I examine how highways have become part of the flow of capital and how forms
of “fixed capital,” in David Harvey’s definition, affect both the American urban geography
and the American lifestyle. 3
As a constitutive active agent operating within socio-economic dynamics of the
country, Highway 66 encompassed both tangible and social themes. The historic corridor
became the emblem of the concept of “Americanization,” a term that captured a wide set of
elements, concerning the idea of “permanent greatness.” 4 In a well-read article published in
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Fortune in September 1934, writer James Agee aptly portrayed “the Great American
Roadside” as the connector of an emergent American physical roadside with a social
environment transmitting the idea of a single national and political entity. 5
I make the case that more than just a geographical entity, Highway 66 marked the
nation and it was a conceptualization of American paradigms of progress, innovation,
expansionism, and assimilation based on the principle of American capitalism. By efficiently
contributing to the process of Americanization, the highway enabled the capitalist processes
of production and consumption that pervaded and shaped the American way of living.
An examination of Highway 66 in terms of a physical infrastructure and a symbolic
formation in relation to circulation of capital will demonstrate which productive forces and
social relations have determined its formation. Moreover, I argue that the highway, as an
example of spatial item operating within the capitalist system, is a dynamic structure,
historically determined, and involved in processes of production and consumption that
evolved over time. Although its current conditions of existence tend to reproduce the original
relations of production, I will reveal a conjuncture of financial, judicial, and ideological
decisions that determined changes, contradictions, or even destruction of its old spatial
formations. To explore the Highway 66 history and disclose the formation of its heritage, I
consider the tangible and symbolic landscape of the highway in relation to two different
historical trends of thought – modernism and postmodernism – in the light of capitalism.
In the first part of this chapter, I concentrate on the urban landscape of Highway 66 to
show how the corridor changed according to incoming technologies, materials, and
emancipatory projects that characterized highways in early modernism. The alternative
“creative destruction” 6 promoted in the new era involved the concept of physical
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infrastructure, among a number of themes, ideas, and values. Harvey’s Marxist approach
helps explain how new arrangements of spatiality and transformations of old structures
guarantee the conditions necessary for the production and reproduction of capitalist relations.
To provide an overview of the Highway 66 history, I contextualize its formation
within the highway network as well as national political events, by revisiting major highway
legislation that had particular effects on the creation, evolution, and demise of Highway 66.
As Don Mitchell’s “New Axioms for Reading the Landscape” suggests, the road-law nexus
is an indispensable condition through which to explore the historical socio-economic
formation of Highway 66. 7 The relationship between the forces of production and the legal
arrangements, as extra-economic conditions, makes modes of production possible and
ensures its economic reproduction. An examination of these factors expands a vision of
Highway 66 in economic terms and show how transportation infrastructure, within the
national economy and political power, generated spatial divisions, commercial and social
conflicts as well as civic activism and forms of resistance.
In conclusion to the first part of the chapter, I examine three distinctive factors that
have distinguished Highway 66 since its inception–the diagonal course, the route marker
including the number “66,” and nicknames. I argue that these unique aspects of Highway 66
were not mere symbolic elements but functional commodities that intervened in highway
formation and, as such, continue to articulate its history.
In the second part of the chapter, I consider the role of the three historic components
of the route as means of production along Central Avenue. Using the current roadside
facilities along the road as a lens, I uncover whether these symbols refer to Highway 66 of
the past, reproducing the original conditions of existence of the historic corridor in
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postmodern contexts. As I will examine later in the chapter, these symbols represent a
transition shifted from modernism to postmodernism; a shift that alters their signifying logic
in terms of both context of use and meaning. According to political theorist Frederic
Jameson, postmodernity corresponds to “late capitalism,” an expression that refers to the
form of capitalism that came to the fore in the modernist period and now dominates our
contemporary culture. He defines this phase of capitalism as a mode of consumerist
production in which symbols and buildings are waning “pastiche.” By evoking nostalgia and
personal memories of the past, the three symbols evoke Highway 66 heritage in terms of
commodity forms reinforcing a “culture of simulacrum.” 8
Lastly, I examine the use of the three symbols –the diagonal course, the route marker
including the number “66,” and nicknames – during the controversy surrounding the
Albuquerque Rapid Transit (ART) construction. By deconstructing these images and their
spatial organizations, my analysis explores how residents subvert historic meanings to
stimulate an oppositional response in the public audience. I detail the plan of revitalization
and social debates concerning the future of Central Avenue to contextualize the reinvention
of Highway 66 symbolism as a form of resistance to challenge contemporary dominant
forces. For the purpose of my study, my analysis of the protest sheds light on how countermessages promote Highway 66 heritage to create a connection with the real road instead of
reinforcing ideological principles of American Exceptionalism or a romantic vision of
westering.
Highway 66 Urban Politics
The construction of the long-distance thoroughfare known as U.S. Highway 66 was a
multi-step process that developed as an active part of new progressive ideals and
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governmental ambitions. Driven by a vision of unity and connectedness based on the concept
of Americanization, as previously noted, these principles promoted public works projects to
enhance Highway 66 in terms of topography, tangible setting, and significance.
Highway 66 was initially formed from trails and roadways, including the Beale
Wagon Road, described in the Introduction. 9 The corridor evolved following the examples of
postal roads and public thoroughfares initially promoted by “The National Highways
Association,” a group aligned with the “Good Roads Movement.” 10 Among several
achievements, the aim of these associations was to encourage improvement of the nation's
roads, involving the federal government, leaders, and regional organizations to realize the
construction of a long-distance route. The Association proposed several old routes that would
retrace the historic trails of pioneers who settled the West. One of them was the ambitious
National Road, better known as The Cumberland Road. 11 Built in the first decades of the
nineteenth century, it incorporated several old trails, such as the Missouri Old Trails and the
Santa Fe Old Trail, among other corridors, promoting the concept of “highways.” 12 Although
the development of road projects decreased significantly with the railroad industry still active
and the entry of the United Stated into World War I, intense politicized campaigns arose
paved the way to the construction of a comprehensive network of designated routes.
Government agencies, federal institutions, political leaders, and road engineers,
created a politics-business partnership to develop a coherent national road system that was
“interstate in character.” 13 In 1914, they formed the American Association of State Highway
Officials (AASHO), which consisted of state and federal officials to coordinate highway
planning and involve federal authorities and private corporations in sharing the momentum
for road expansion. 14 The first major accomplishment of the nascent national highway
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system was the passage of the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916. This first federal legislation
fundamentally transformed both the American economy and the American way of life by
developing different strategies from those of the former Good Roads movement. While the
earlier efforts were directed towards routes serving rural communities and local needs, the
new road sections proposed by the AASHO formed a more coherent connection at the
national level. Local farmers called these road projects “cross country trunk lines,” claiming
that they were oriented to promoting the tourism industry at a national level and stimulated
the economic interests of real estate speculators and roadside facility owners instead of local
economic interests. 15
Despite the protests, formalized federal grants, technical regulations, and legislative
formulas supported the project to build an actual nationwide road system. 16 The main support
in the highway program derived from Thomas MacDonald, chief of the Bureau of Public
Roads and promoter of the Highway Education Board and Highway Research Board, which
dominated American transportation policy until the mid-1950s. Under his leadership, an
intense propaganda of “Free Roads are the Ideal of a Free People” 17 intended to associate the
“open roads” to freedom and created the conviction that public roads were an inalienable
human right. With his appealing formula, MacDonald obtained the consensus of the
American people, federal policy, highway boosters, and civil engineers that led to the
passage of the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1921. This act was essential to strengthen the
role of the state highway department and to concentrate both the funds and technology to
realize a national system of long-distance routes, which encouraged the desire for private
transportation that resulted in an economic growth of the auto industry.

108
With a following resolution issued in 1925, the AASHO approved a more
comprehensive version and provided a simpler system of road signs and numerical
designations. 18 The new standard system of signs helped motorists navigate more easily and
safely at key intersections and along the multiplying routes that often overlapped.
From a Marxist geography perspective, the transition toward an innovative
conception of transportation infrastructure encouraged the development of new technical,
political, and economic factors based on capitalist principles. MacDonald’s massive
campaign was a clear example of how infrastructure, urban growth, and social relations
deeply intertwined, and developed under the influence of processes of circulation of capital
and economic production. This generated consumption of a whole range of new commodities
and services that became necessary for social and economic reproduction. In an evident way,
the advent of new technologies, such as motor vehicles and “better roads,” led to new
exigencies through which capitalism entered public and private spheres, and encouraged the
acceptance of the American ideals, such as the growth of the nation, and other ideologies that
influenced the American lifestyle. 19
As other road programs, Highway 66 became a functional component of these intense
dynamics incorporating the relationship between production processes and political forces.
Two of the most influential people responsible for the formation of the new long-distance
highway were entrepreneurs Cyrus Avery, a businessman and highway commissioner of
Tulsa, Oklahoma, and John Woodruff, an attorney and a fervent roads booster of Springfield,
Missouri. They enlisted private companies and the support of state and federal highway
officials to design the complex road plan that would later become Highway 66. The
executive committee members of Congress officially commissioned the highway in 1926,
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making U.S. Highway 66 a reality. 20 The new highway became an appealing corridor for
long-distance travels from its inception, especially for trucking companies, which were
rapidly developing in the 1920s. Although Avery and Woodruff deserve most of the credit,
their lobbying efforts were indebted to previous legislation and general support for public
highways.
The evolution of Highway 66 almost coincided with one of the most crucial periods
in the history of the United States: the Great Depression. As the era of national prosperity
ended in the early 1930s, federal agencies enacted a series of programs in response to the
economic crisis. Their efforts focused on controlling agricultural production, stabilizing
wages and prices, and creating a vast public works program to deal with the presence of
massive underemployment. Among other projects aimed at promoting economic recovery
during that decade, highway improvement was the core of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt
presidency plan. 21 Highway 66 largely benefited from government efforts to promote roadbuilding projects during those years, and the road itself became a component of the
circulation of capital. For example, it was the first highway to have complete paving on the
eve of World War II, while other roads generally had only a gravel surface. Paving was one
of the most relevant factors that transformed the road into the wave of the future and the
engine for the development of national economic activities.
A great pressure on the Highway 66 roadbed, however, had already begun a process
of deterioration starting with the social dislocation of Americans during the capitalist crisis of
the Great Depression. In the 1930s, the corridor was linked to President Roosevelt's New
Deal program for economic recovery and in the American consciousness Highway 66
symbolized the “road of opportunity.” Later, heavy mobilization during the nation's war
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effort after Pearl Harbor also contributed to deteriorate the structural features of the road,
which collapsed with the postwar military relocation and the comeback of automobile traffic.
Due to sporadic maintenance, the roadbed was obsolete and inadequate to handle the highspeed traffic of the postwar period. Several places became dangerous and the severity of
collisions so intensified on the two-lane highway that the corridor sometimes assumed the
nickname “Bloody 66.” 22
Although several scholars attribute the demise of Highway 66 to its old structural
features, the abandonment of the historic corridor as a national highway, actually, derived
from a national change of wide scope. In 1939, President Roosevelt transmitted the report,
Toll Roads and Free Roads to Congress to highlight the necessary construction of
interregional highways to meet the needs of connection within the nation as well as the
requirements of national defense. The large-scale plan of revitalization of the highways
continued in the postwar period and led to the birth of the new interstates that would so
deeply change the American travel industry and the whole national economy. The urgency
for highway improvement also led to the construction of urban expressways or freeways.
Although truckers, highway engineers, and planners created a cohesive framework to solve
congestion problems on the outdated highways and roads, political and financial issues
blocked construction until the passage of the Highway Revenue Act of 1956, under Dwight
D. Eisenhower’s presidency. 23 The Interstate Highway system became effective at moving
toward the construction of a new network of roads to connect metropolitan areas, cities,
industrial centers, and other important roads and modes of transportation. 24 The bill also
underlined the value of the highway for defense purposes. Considering the global tension,
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which heightened during the Cold War, interstates could provide a degree of protection as a
means to quickly evacuate cities in the emergency of a nuclear attack.
U.S. Highway 66 Associations together with communities along the historic corridor
that depended on roadside facilities for a living actively fought interstate access. They raised
concerns about how interstates would affect towns or bypassed their businesses as well as the
identity of the historic corridor. Attempts to widen the route, keeping accessibility to and
from the interstate, failed. Truckers had a completely different concern. In interview of the
mid-1970s, they clearly stated that Highway 66 would not be used as an interstate or state
highway because “it’s killed a lot of people.” Truckers showed no signs of nostalgia for the
demise of the route that, according their point of view, could only be a great resource for the
tourist industry. 25
Interstate politics and construction definitely altered Highway 66. In accordance with
the terms of the Interstate legislation, the developing interstate system gradually eroded
spatial, economic, and social dynamics distinguishing the historic corridor. In the mid-1960s,
another political initiative affected Highway 66. In the attempt to limit billboards and other
forms of outdoor advertising, President Lyndon Baines Jonson passed the Highway
Beautification Act. The bill called for “pleasing vistas and attractive roadside scenes” to
replace “endless corridors walled in by neon, junk and ruined landscape.” 26 The law limited
the number of signs and billboards along the highways and roads, forcing the removal of
hundreds of billboards and signs; an effective control that proved to be damaging to Highway
66. It lost a large part of its appeal and character that had lured motorists for decades. By the
late 1970s, four-lane interstates had detoured nearly all segments of the original highway.
Piece by piece, freeways bypassed the route including its roadside facilities. Because of the
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diversion of traffic, several business stretches struggled to survive. Within many cities, parts
of Highway 66 became state roads, private drives, or road segments that were abandoned
completely.
In the larger economic picture, the demise of Highway 66 was part of a centralized
political plan promoting interstates as a way of reconceptualizing the spatial organization of
cities. Actually, the new mode of production linked to urban renovation and processes of
suburbanization and intensely affected postwar American life in both social and economic
terms. I argue that Eisenhower’s project not only related to the demand for speed, mobility,
and prosperity, reducing both distance and time, but also led to new forms of capitalism. I
refer to David Harvey’s analysis of urban spatiality in which he describes the new spatial and
temporal relations caused by “a fast-changing society, with its new functional tasks, new
materials, new technologies and ideologies.” 27 He also introduced the concept of “time-space
compression” to explain how postmodern conditions of spatiality led to a new phase of
capitalism, which he defined as a flexible form of capitalist accumulation and capitalist
commodity. Drawing on cultural theorist Frederic Jameson, anthropologist José Eduardo
Limón clarifies, “flexible accumulation is marked by a direct confrontation with the rigidities
of Fordism […] It is characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors of production,
new ways of providing financial services, new markets.” 28 The new urban trajectories,
therefore, not only heighten the importance of space but also show the dynamism of
capitalism in adapting its logic to ongoing tangible means of production and technologies of
postmodern geographies. 29
After the official decommissioning of Highway 66 in 1985, popular interest,
preservation projects, and scholarship began to focus on the corridor with the purpose of
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promoting a possible “Route 66 Renaissance” in terms of “cultural cartography” to preserve
the “spirit” of the corridor. 30 Programs of preservation and intellectual efforts turned their
agenda to revitalization of portions of the road that became “historic” and there arose an
increased awareness of the historic value of the road and roadside buildings attracting the
interest of tourists. 31 The National Park Service Route 66 Corridor Preservation Program,
Route 66 preservation movements, organizations, and museums promoted significant sites of
Highway 66 by emphasizing their aesthetic value, history, and the architecture of historic
sites.
The preservation movement grew through the 1980s; and in 1990, the Route 66 Study
Act recognized the road as “a symbol of the American people’s heritage of travel and their
legacy of seeking a better life.” Preservation plans have adopted a comprehensive
multidisciplinary approach to specifically address the route in terms of cultural landscape and
preserve it in the American consciousness. 32
Recently, the field of historic preservation has begun to consider historic places as
means to accomplish economic development. Programs of urban renewal focus on the
revitalization of historic resources to engage tourists with appealing architectural and
symbolic forms to perpetuate the capitalization of Highway 66. Heritage tourism, for
example, is one of the most effective strategies that have focused on documenting the
significance of historic places along the road as a means of entertaining tourists. Some
studies of Highway 66 have described, and also questioned, how buildings and signage
represent vestiges of the past and engage nostalgic travel “experiences.” 33
But the construction of an iconic “Route 66” began, far earlier; in fact, it was born the
moment the highway opened in 1926. As I will show in the following sections, the road
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appeared in newspapers and newsreels, travel guides, maps that sponsored the road in all
eight states through which Highway 66 crossed the country.
The “Great Diagonal Highway”
Soon after its official commissioning, Highway 66 became inundated with publicity.
Cyrus Avery and other influential highway boosters immediately made use of a variety of
ways to advertise the route to the nation. According to historian Michael Cassity, “the
highway was actively promoted in its early years, especially because it offered a more
weather-friendly alternative to other east-west roadways.” 34 The historic evolution of
Highway 66 and concurrent legislation has highlighted how the highway was more than just
a technological infrastructure. In this section, I examine how Avery and delegates from eight
states, and members of the “U.S. 66 Highway Association,” promoted Highway 66 from the
beginning with the purpose of attracting public attention to the new road. I couple my
examination of the most relevant promotional campaigns and strategies with the highway’s
history to understand more fully how and why the route became both a tangible agent in the
American way of life, and an enduring symbol in the American imagination.
In order to publicize Highway 66 to a national audience, organizations provided
guidebooks and organized public events that emphasized, in particular, three components of
the highway: its diagonal course, the number “66” included in the shield, and the nickname
“Main Street of America.” I argue that these distinctive features are essential tools to
understand tangibility and symbolism of Highway 66 both in the past as well as in
contemporary American culture. Specifically, my analysis focuses on representations of the
three components in popular culture to reveal how novels, songs, maps, and material culture
represented them. As previously mentioned, symbolism is an integral and active component
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of capitalist processes of commodification. By examining its use in modern and postmodern
representations of Highway 66, I uncover contradictions, processes of capitalist
commodification, and voices of resistance and denunciation.
One of the first events that Highway 66 publicized, attracting national attention
immediately after its official commissioning was the International Transcontinental Foot
Race, known as the “Bunion Derby,” held in 1928. The long-distance marathon covered the
entire length of Highway 66 and then continued east to New York, becoming an
extraordinary popular attraction. It not only publicized the new route but also encouraged the
opening of new roadside businesses for motorists. Especially in the western states, the shape
of several buildings borrowed architectural features from Native American cultures like the
earth-colored buildings in adobe style in order to cater to tourists. A couple of years later, the
U.S. 66 Highway Association published an ad in the 1932 issue of The Saturday Evening
Post. Despite the economic decline of the 1930s, the article promoted Highway 66 as an
appealing “Great Diagonal Highway” to travel to the tenth Olympic games held in Los
Angeles.
Members of Highway 66 organizations and local businessmen used maps to advertise
both the athletic events and touristic attractions to the national public. 35 I focus my attention
on maps to show how this mode of visual representation is, actually, “a field of concepts,”
which “in collaboration with other sign systems transforms the world into ideology, and by
printing the world on paper constructs the ideological.” 36 Recent scholars of cartographic
construction have insightfully advocated this approach to explore the nature of maps that
avoids considering them as mere objects and scientific reproductions of geographical areas.
Following their insightful approaches, I look at Highway 66 maps in terms of powerful forms
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of conceptualization that may intrinsically convey cultural and ideological meanings and
exert a profound influence on the general public. These critical studies of maps also suggest
deconstruction as a method to analyze them. Breaking down their constitutive elements, such
as title, images, charts, legends, decorative elements, and spatial arrangement within the
graphic design, researchers show how maps are forms of knowledge that “extend and
reinforce the legal status, territorial imperatives, and values stemming from the exercise of
political power.” 37
Elaborate images (See Interchapter, Fig. 1 and 2, Page 1) emphasized the slogan
“Main Street of America,” the diagonal course, and the black-and-white shield to mark the
national highways with the new federal number “66.” Interestingly, an analysis of two of
these maps reveals a shift in the way the highway was promoted, as well as a different
purpose of promotion. The map of 1928 included a formal subtitle “Official Route for Los
Angeles to Chicago” and emphasized the west-east direction, naming the cities along the
road and the list of all runners. The focus of the map was, thus, on the marathon, “the most
stupendous athletic accomplishment in all history.” 38 The map of 1932, instead, was more
iconic and provided information about the most scenic attractions throughout the western
states (New Mexico, Arizona, and California) and the most interesting cities to visit along
Highway 66. The subtitle clearly indicated the east-west direction, forging a new meaning to
“going West.” The direction started to symbolize dream journeys to discover fascinated
places in the western side of the country following just one direction, from east to west. This
mythical and romantic vision became a tremendous commonality in most of the narratives of
Highway 66 encouraging commercialization of the “Old West” and Native American culture.
Instead, the real purpose of the map, the Olympic games, was only mentioned at the end. The
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map also included a further definition of Highway 66 that suggested the uniqueness of the
road; it described the road as “a thoroughfare of the discriminating American tourists” and
added a series of adjectives expressing exclusive attractions beyond any belief. By revisiting
how the three elements originated and identified Highway 66, further meanings about the
history and function of Highway 66 emerge.
Popular Simulacra of “The Main Street of America”
From the outset, one of the most distinguishing features of Highway 66 was its
diagonal course for a good portion of the route. Although the corridor was not coast-to-coast,
going only from Chicago to Los Angeles, its particular path had a logic based on the
traditional transportation route running along the 35th Parallel, as noted in the Introduction.
Moreover, Highway 66 passed through several different geographic regions that profoundly
influenced the significance of the road, encompassing a variety of landform, vegetation, and
climate. Changing landscape almost daily along its original 2430 miles, Highway 66 offered
a unique, appealing travel experience to motorists. 39 Over the decades, numerous
realignments bypassed obsolete or dangerous segments of Highway 66, curves were
smoothed out, and slopes and banked curves were replaced by more direct and shorter
cutoffs. The logic of the diagonal illustrated in the maps reflected Cyrus Avery’s original
project of creating a new thoroughfare to connect hundreds of rural and urban communities
between Chicago and Los Angeles. Specifically, the Highway 66 plan advocated a roadway
that would connect isolated areas that did not have access to main roads and the national
market, a road that claimed the advantage of promoting a cohesive commerce at the national
level.
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Avery’s diagonal configuration did not represent simply an important transportation
arterial and an economic linkage within the country. At the first meeting after the highway’s
opening, he proposed to publicize Highway 66 using the nickname “The Main Street of
America” for a national audience. This slogan reflected Avery’s desire to promote an
imaginary link of actual main streets within commercial districts and rural places
encompassing core values of family, democracy, and home. “Main Street” had and still
evokes a peculiar significance within American culture. It represented the center of American
life, vernacular architecture, and regional identity, all features that seemed to disappear
rapidly during the urbanization of the 1920s. 40 The traditional Main Streets were also the
symbol of small businesses and Mom-and-Pop stores that remained in the collective memory
long after Highway 66 was officially decommissioned. With the designation of “Main Street
of America” Avery suggested both an ideal link between the original business districts along
the highway, representing American heritage, and a look toward the future development of
the nation. After its unusual arched diagonal, the new designation was the second relevant
factor in developing Highway 66 fame from the beginning. 41
The last element that transformed the highway into an internationally recognized
symbol of America was the number “66.” When the long-distance route’s plan was set,
strenuous debates arose between Avery’s faction and highway boosters about the final choice
of numbering. The resolution issued in 1925 determined a nationwide grid that assigned even
numbers to east-west routes (multiples of 10 for principal routes) and odd numbers to northsouth routes (numbers ending in 1 or 5 for principal routes). Avery, John Thomas Woodruff,
and a Missouri Highway commissioner B. H. Piepmeier promoted the number 60 to
designate the new highway. This number, however, provoked oppositions from some state
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governors and because the route was not truly route transcontinental and followed a diagonal
direction, especially in the initial eastern section. After considering alternative choices to
solve the dilemma, the ultimate decision considered not only an unused highway number but
also that it was “a single distinctive number for the Chicago-Los Angeles highway.” 42
The number “66” was endorsed by a telegram issued in Springfield (Missouri) on
April 30, 1926 and the numerical designation on November 11, 1926. 43 With the singular
sound of its alliteration, the highway’s number immediately gave to the road an iconic status.
The Highway 66 Association enclosed the number in accordance with the Manual and
Specifications for the Manufacture, Display, and Erection of U.S. Standard Road Markers
and Signs issued in 1927, stating that the shield had to include the name of the state, the
letters “U S” on a shield-shaped sign, and the route number “66” displayed in the original
block front (See Interchapter, Fig. 3, Page 1). 44 The sign was posted along the road and
printed on the highway maps. 45 As well, the number “66” was immediately recognized as an
engaging label to capture the public imagination and became potent shorthand for
advertising. Phillips Petroleum was the first company to include its brand name in the Route
66 shield in 1927, transforming the highway’s symbol into a logo that marketed quality of
service and speed as part of the roadside landscape (See Interchapter, Fig. 4, Page 1). 46
Although the logo evolved from its initial design and was modernized, it remains associated
with the Phillips logo.
Further explorations of key components of Highway 66 have revealed how maps of
the athletic events in the 1920s-1930s functioned to bring the road to national attention.
Nonetheless, from a theoretical perspective and Marxist analysis, these maps represented
visual spaces of “power-knowledge,” in J. B. Harley’s definition. These iconic
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representations illustrated positive connotations such as journeys along the highway to
achieve the ultimate fantasy of tourists, while they obscured capitalization of landscape and
promoted ideological discourses that transformed Highway 66 into a road only for a
privileged category of visitors (“discriminating tourists”). In this way, the maps provided
visual messages about the new highway, underscoring only certain values such as the
commercial identity of the road, appealing places of the nation for leisure purposes, and a
definite class of travelers. 47
By adopting other theoretical approaches, I show how these ideologies per se are not
immediately evident. First, I focus on the role of maps in creating and reproducing a new
way of thinking about the community and the nation. Benedict Anderson provides an
insightful, ground-breaking discussion about media texts and how they convey the idea of the
nation as an ideological construct. His work is particularly relevant to my study of Highway
66 because it reveals how maps, among other kinds of communication, are forms of “print
capitalism” that not only represent the road in national discourse but also construct new
meanings through the highway. Anderson advocates the notion of “imagined community” to
highlight how media texts contribute to the construction of concepts serving dominant
powers and the ideologies. 48 Thus the original maps of Highway 66 open a window onto the
centrality and effectiveness of media representations as powerful strategies to promote
apparently “natural” events and meanings, and to mask codes and concepts of the American
consumer culture. Many of the brochures, tourist guides, postcards, signage, and much of the
architecture distinguishing Highway 66 became part of the “natural language” used to
develop economic and political interests. David Harvey’s analysis of cartography reinforces
the idea that maps are rational “homogenized” spaces, transformed into abstract concepts by
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processes of representation. He also connects this phenomenon of abstraction to cartography
in post-medieval periods, highlighting the continuity of the capitalist production of space as a
sign of time-space compression. 49
As a second point, I mention some critical works that examine how visual structures
create invisible complex productions of meaning beneath their appearance. I pay special
attention to Marx’s On German Ideology and Stuart Hall’s critical studies of practices of
representation because they specifically explore how “real” media forms become means by
which the dominant power uses ideology to control individuals. According to their
speculations, the failure to see through appearances does not occur as the result of masking
operations. On the contrary, the production of “normal” representations, like visual
expressions of “common sense” in Antonio Gramsci’s definition, naturalizes and obscures
systems of values or belief. It is at the level of “common sense” that the ideology of
dominant social classes and capitalism operates. It follows that, “you cannot learn through
common sense, how things are: you can only discover where they fit into the existing scheme
of things […] rendered invisible by its apparent transparency.” 50 The concept of
normalization formed part of the theoretical basis for the practice of representation that
emerged in Cultural Studies of the 1970s. Roland Barthes’s work Mythologies brings to the
fore the co-existence of two different messages in visual communication, one without code
(aesthetic) and another ideological one that refers to a certain culture. 51 Gramsci’s concept of
“common sense,” however, extends the vision of signs as bearers of a quality, situation,
value, or inference as an implied meaning. He reveals a crucial condition, necessary for this
meaning: the consent of the dominated majority to reproduce and sustain a hegemonic
power; a “‘spontaneous’ consent…caused by the prestige (and consequent confidence) which

122
the dominant group enjoys because of its position and function in the world of production,”
as Gramsci explains. 52
I return to designations of Highway 66. Some years after Avery’s “The Main Street of
America,” another powerful label ensured the highway would be an unforgettable road in the
collective memory of the nation. In his novel The Grapes of Wrath, published in 1939, John
Steinbeck coined the expression “the mother road” 53 to refer to the wanderer’s trail that
brought his characters from Oklahoma Dust Bowl to California. The name cultivated a
symbolic significance and was unequivocally appropriate for a path along which American
traveler's experienced trials and tribulations of their flight. The road’s association with the
idea of a mother conveyed a sense of domesticity and of family life. As a new home,
Highway 66 fostered a sort of protection and guidance for the many desperate refugees. The
fact that Steinbeck set off the number “66” in some sentences enhanced the connection
between the highway and the idea of assistance during the plight of human displacement. 54
In a more recent celebration of the “Mother Road,” American novelist Nick Baker describes
the highway as a special event and as a road “of many schemes” and feelings. Seeking to
capture the essence of the route and its history, he uses a rich prose that highlights “Route
66” as “America’s glory road,” where migration also seems to be a part of the American
romance and peaceful natural scenes. 55
Songs, in particular, have played a role in naming Highway 66 and connecting it to
themes of migration and mobility, enhancing the mythology of the road, as cultural
geographer Mike Crang notes. 56 Songwriter Woody Guthrie, however, has offered a different
and more critical account of the highway. Unlike Steinbeck’s novel and other literary works,
Guthrie’s ballads bring less attention to family-related themes and romantic dreams, and
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center more upon the social conditions of workers and political disputes with governmental
authority. Guthrie’s lyrics are real political messages; the song Will Rogers Highway is a
clear example. The title refers to the famous humorist and cowboy William Rogers who
traveled Highway 66 during his career in the 1930s. 57 With the use of Rogers’ name,
however, Guthrie highlights a strong contrast between the myth of the comedian, with his
smiles and jokes, and the hopelessness of failing crops and the dearth of jobs during years of
the Great Depression along the “Hungry Gut Highway.” Other famous Guthrie’s songs are 66
Highway Blues composed with Pete Seeger, and the ballad Tom Joad, in which the
songwriter provides a poetic description of the migration within the historical and social
context of the Depression era.
In the 1950s, Cyrus Avery’s vision of the highway as the best tourist route to the
West became a reality. In the period of prosperity that followed the end of World War II,
Highway 66’s identity underwent a great transformation, from the “Main Street of America”
to the well-known “Route 66.” The eponymous title of the song (“Get your kicks on) Route
66” composed by actor and songwriter Bobby Troup created an undeniable commercialized
legend, no longer symbolizing a place of traditional values, but an “open road” of a new
economic and independent life in postwar America. 58 The significance of “Route 66” lies in
its lyrics that flows with a pressing rhythm to convey a sense of optimism and progress. More
importantly for the purpose of my study, the song is a sort of tagline, a repetitive “lyricbound-itinerary” that lists places along the highway. 59 As a map in music, the general tone
inspires the desire to initiate a trip experience on the road in search of “kicks,” as unrestricted
leisure on the way to California. 60 With the song Route 66, Highway 66 was no longer just a
road but an imagery itinerary across the country for generations of motorists. Winona, a
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location included in the lyrics because of its assonance with Arizona and not because of its
relative position on “66,” became a destination still mentioned in tourist guides for travelers
and tourists. According to Arthur Krim, “Route 66” “became an icon of free-spirited
independence” but also “the actual highway occupied a precise location in time and space” –
a role that continued to identify Highway 66 during its period of significance and beyond. 61
Popular culture played a crucial role in transforming the highway into a marketable
iconic sign, as several scholars have examined. The Marxist lens, however, helps understand
more deeply how the highway became not only a tangible road of connection but also a
popular symbol implicated in ongoing processes of social transformation, economic
commodification, and consumption. In its critical analysis of capitalism and how its system
works, Marxist theory focuses on the production of material objects to reveal how their form,
rather than their meaning, is a marketing strategy. Jean Baudrillard expands Marx’s
articulation of commodity fetishism by including signs and symbols, such as images and
advertising in the process of abstraction of materiality. 62 Baudrillard refers to these kinds of
representation as simulacra to highlight “a state of such near perfect replication that the
difference between the original and the copy becomes almost impossible to spot.” 63 Living in
a world irrevocably commodified by simulacra, individuals subvert the reality-illusion
dialectics in which consumption dominates and obscures the profit-making machine. 64 In The
Condition of Postmodernity, David Harvey stresses the increasing importance of visual
representations in the mobility of capital and the consumption of goods and services. He
notes that material objects or buildings can replicate original forms to produce “modern
antiques.” 65
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These theoretical speculations about the cultural logic of late capitalism, in Jameson’s
definition, open new avenues to exploring both the tangibility and symbolism of
contemporary Highway 66. In the next section, I examine the key components of Highway
66 – the diagonal road, the road’s nicknames, shield and number “66” – to recognize how
these interpretative elements represent capitalist dynamics that go into their making and play
a fetishizing function by serving a fanciful vision promising “real” America. It follows that
Highway 66 representations are productive forms of communication that play a role of
“symbolic capitalism” to conserve, or alter, the mode of production.
The exploration of these elements on Central Avenue reveals how their use
contributes to the sustaining of the road as a commodity and perpetuates the internalization
and normalization of ideological principles, as well as how these symbols serve a new social
and political agenda.
Highway 66 Symbols along the Contemporary Road
Just to east of the city of Albuquerque, motorists directed towards Tijeras see signs
along the old stretch of Highway 66, saying “Music Road Ahead” and “Reduce to 45 mph.”
When driving at the speed limit, people can listen to the road “sing” the patriotic melody
“America the Beautiful.” Although the song is not a refrain from Troup’s famous “Get Your
Kicks on Route 66,” the rumble strip has become a unique landmark, known nationwide, and
it is reported in the official Route 66: EZ66 Guide for Travelers as one of the attractions
along the historic highway that drivers encounter when entering Albuquerque. 66 The old
sections of the road as well as historic Central Avenue are also well marked with brown
roadside signs reading “Historic Route 66.” Each of the eight states that the corridor passes
through has adopted similar signs as directional markers to highlight the evidence of original
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sections and preserve the corridor as a national emblem, even after AASHTO eliminated the
original designation of “Route 66” in 1979. When the distinctive black-and-white shields that
marked Route 66 for nearly fifty years began to come down, the new signs offered motorists
the ability to easily find and drive along historic portions of the road. 67 Many of the Highway
66 associations were instrumental in working with state legislators and departments of
transportation to mark the route with these brown signs, continuing their mission to preserve,
protect, and promote the history of Highway 66.
Along Central Avenue, the distinctive Route 66 shield remains a persistent route
marker. From the foothills of the Sandia Mountains in the east to the parched desert expanse
of the west, eye-catching shields, with neon lights at night, adorn the Rio Grande Bridge and
the main intersections on west Central. A colorful Route 66 shield is also located in the
middle of a full arc spanning Central Avenue at Nine-Mile Hill, near the intersection of the
road with Coors Boulevard Southwest. In 2005, the city installed new multipurpose
directional signs designed to direct tourists to the city’s attractions. On the top of the signs, a
new logo joins the shield with a roadrunner, which represents New Mexico state bird (See
Interchapter, Fig. 5, Page 1). 68 The flourishing of new marks shows the desire to preserve the
original Highway 66 symbols. In my analysis of how it currently identifies the road’s legacy,
the Route 66 shield emerges as the most relevant component. Along Central Avenue there
are some remnants of U.S. route shields with the official design of 1927.
Some examples of the original black-and-white Route 66 shield exist on some
roadside facilities and are displayed in prominent places, such as the dining room of a
restaurant, at the main entrance of a motel, and in the office of a historic service station of the
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late 1940s (now a repair shop), and a curio shop. The historic symbol enhances both the
original purpose and structural appearance of these historic structures. 69
In the parking lot of a 1960 repair shop on northwest Central, an old-fashioned and
rusted Chevrolet of the 1950s displays a license plate, saying that the vehicle “traveled all
2,448 miles of the Mother Road” (See Interchapter, Fig. 6, Page 1). This old car not only
highlights the enduring influence of the American automobile culture in the United States but
also celebrates a conservative memory of the “good old days” of Highway 66. Another
example of the Highway 66 era is an original vintage Phillips Petroleum “66” logo on one
end of the 66 Diner’s parking lot on northeast Central. The logo is part of a huge collection
of advertising and road signs. The large sign with its original dimensions and black-andorange 1927 design captures the imagination of the public (See Interchapter, Fig. 7, Page 2).
More importantly, the Phillips 66 sign is pertinent to the history of this restaurant. 66 Diner is
a former Samuelson Service Station used by Phillips 66 in 1946, and converted into a
restaurant in the 1980s. When it burned down in 1995, the owner rebuilt the diner as the
original. The restaurant tries to preserve the look, spirit, and the cultural ambience of the
1950s; the relationship between the original sign and the history of the rebuilt structure
deserves, therefore, attention. Nonetheless, 66 Diner remains a simulacrum, in Baudrillard’s
definition, and an “example of nonhistoric intrusion that reduces the integrity of Route 66
landscapes.” 70
The more recent and well-known white-and-red Phillips logo of the 1970s is an
advertising slogan promoting gasoline and other petroleum products. This new sign marks
only recent roadside facilities as well as the façades of the 66 Diner (See Interchapter, Fig. 8,
Page 2). 71
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My research identifies distinctive elements of Highway 66, including nicknames, the
diagonal route, and the Route 66 road shield, in a variety of other roadside businesses and
spatial contexts along the contemporary Central Avenue. Nonetheless, with the exception of
the above-mentioned examples, the current uses of these elements are purely commercial.
Because my study focuses on the legacy of Highway 66, I am interested in how cultural
practices and dominant codes manipulate these Highway 66 components to transform them
into commodities and in which way their current uses and meanings differ from those of the
past.
One of the uses of the original Route 66 metal shield reveals the desire to promote
Highway 66 history through its relationship with other kinds of visual representations. The
Western View restaurant on west Central offers powerful evidence of this relationship,
displaying, on the main wall of the dining room, black-and-white shields of the eight
Highway 66 states alternating with vintage photos of popular movie stars (See Interchapter,
Fig. 9, Page 2). The motion picture industry has contributed to Highway 66 fascination and
has popularized the highway to a larger audience since the first 1930s movies. By associating
Highway 66 symbols with images of classic and popular Western Hollywood movies, the
visual combination on the wall conveys the ideals of “go west” and of a “romantic” road that
are often encapsulated in the history of the highway.
On the wall by the entrance to 66 Diner, there is a similar visual composition, but it
focuses on the unusual route line of Highway 66. The large image shows the arched route
with an attractive graphic effect and a “map” that indicates the most important cities of the
eight states and some symbolic features that represent them. Interestingly, at the bottom of
the “Route 66 wall map” there are two images of Betty Boop, the famous 1930s cartoon,
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widely marketed in American popular culture and rediscovered in the 1980s (See
Interchapter, Fig. 10, Page 1). The combination of these well-known national symbols – the
route and the iconic cartoon – enables the visitors to travel mentally into nostalgia and
consumer desire that were typically associated with both symbols.
My last examination of the symbolism of Highway 66 concentrates on murals to
reveal how the presence of the Route 66 shield is an essential part of other types of marketing
strategies. Murals are a dynamic pictorial and cultural practice that offers a series of scenes
organized within a single visual narrative. I call attention to two murals along Central
Avenue that adorn Loyola’s Family Restaurant and Garcia’s Mexican Restaurant (See
Interchapter, Fig. 11 and 12, Page 2). I analyze how the symbol of the shield is used within
these pictorial representations and the meanings it conveys through the lens of scholarly
works that specifically focus on spatial organization and the combination of signs as visual
strategies within systems of signification. I specifically refer to Judith Williamson’s studies
of advertising, Gillian Rose’s Visual Methodologies, and Elspeth H. Brown’s “Reading the
Visual Record.” In compositional terms, both murals contextualize the Route 66 shield in the
Albuquerque area, but promote the symbol differently. On the one hand, Loyola’s
composition emphasizes the natural elements of the landscape surrounding the city, such as
the Sandia Mountains, the desert, and the Rio Grande. On the other hand, Garcia’s mural
highlights Central Avenue and a red car with the business logo on the road. Both
representations portray the Route 66 shield on a hot-air balloon, emphasizing a connection
between one of most popular attractions of Albuquerque and the national “Route 66”
emblem. In each mural, the visual conjunction of the Route 66 symbol with other pictorial
elements, and its place in the scene pictured, convey economic values differently. I explain
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that, in Loyola’s mural, the shield is just a symbol, incorporated to the aesthetic scenery of
the natural landscape. In Garcia’s mural, instead, the shield is in a prominent place and its
visual relationship with the road promotes the brand.
These two murals portray further representations of hot-air balloons that include
another relevant symbol: the Zia Sun (See Interchapter, Fig. 13 and 14, Page 3). The easily
recognizable yellow color scheme composed by a circle with four groups of four lines is a
sacred symbol in the Zia Pueblo, a Native American tribe of central New Mexico. This
symbol is also present on New Mexico’s state flag. By representing this indigenous symbol
as a commercial icon in the murals, both visual compositions reveal how processes of
fetishization work to exploit signs and identities of Native American tribes for an economic
consumption. The Zia Sun is also part of the existing roadside facilities of the Highway 66
era along the current Central Avenue and combined with the Route 66 shield. On the façade
of a repair shop on west Central, the tribal symbol encloses a red-white-blue Route 66 shield
(See Interchapter, Fig. 15, Page 3). As in the case of the hot-air balloon, the Highway 66
symbol relates to a local emblem, taking advantage of its internal meaning as a marketing
strategy. These examples, however, expand Williamson’s theory of advertising that considers
the combination of signs as a mechanism to facilitate the transfer of meanings. 72 Within the
process of fetishization, the Route 66 shield is not a passive memory of the past or a mere
means of commercial communication. In these cases, the shield is an active agent in
producing a new commercial symbol and commodity by combining the historic route symbol
with the hot-air balloon and the Zia Sun. Further combinations of Highway 66’s identifying
components reveal that they represent marketable goods and are part of the circulation of
capital by contemporary commercial interests.
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In several roadside businesses, the Route 66 shield appears on a variety of colorful
souvenirs, such as playing cards, license plates, calendars, watches, glasses, t-shirts, and hats,
to name a few. Especially curio shops, such as Maisel’s and Rio Grande Trading Post, sell a
variety of reproductions of “Route 66” symbols, often placed close to Native American
artifacts (See Interchapter, Fig. 16, Page 3). Enchanted Trails RV Park, formerly known as
Hilltop Trading Post, located on the Nine-Mile Hill, offers an impressive collection of
vintage curiosities and memorabilia as well as camper trailers available for rent. Historic
Route 66 brown plates on sale show how these signs have changed their use: from road
markers of the original segments of Highway 66, and ways to preserve its history, to
legendary memorabilia used as souvenirs to cater to tourists. Along Central Avenue, the
historic signs are often displayed in motel lobbies and in restaurant dining rooms, as noted
above, to guarantee authenticity of their facilities to tourists.
As commercial reproductions, these “historic markers” engage consumers through
their attractive appearance and the imaginary ideals that the corridor conveys. On several
souvenirs, the shield and Highway 66 nicknames are displayed together to provide a
powerful visual impact on consumers’ gazes and increase their marketability. The most
common names used to commercialize Highway 66 are “Mother Road” and “Route 66,” and
are often accompanied by images of the iconic shield, traffic signs, motorcycles, and vintage
cars (See Interchapter, Fig. 17 and 18, Page 3; Fig 19, Page 4). Route 66 license plates are
further forms of commercialization of the highway and are prevalent displayed in curio
shops. Several plates reproduce the history of the “Mother Road,” the diagonal of the route
including the Route 66 shield of all eight states, and celebrate the 70th and 75th anniversary of
Route 66. Although, these plates illustrate historic and spatial aspects related to the past of
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U.S. Highway 66, they remain mere commercial products and symbols of the American auto
industry (See Interchapter, Fig. 20, Page 4).
Fetishes or “Active Agents”?
As my analysis brings to light, the Route 66 shield is the most common symbols used
along the current Central Avenue and subject to commercialization. By examining two
specific aspects of the sign – the design and the color – I show how both components are
active agents and not mere empty fetishes in the transformation of the highway and its
components into a touristic attraction. On the contemporary road, the purpose of the shield
has, in fact, shifted from its original function of a nationwide traffic control to a postmodern
commodity, catching the gaze of viewers and manipulating their sensibilities through its
aesthetic form. 73
Especially curio shops, restaurants, and repair shops make wide use of the symbolic
Route 66 shield as a marketing tool to take advantage of its appealing appearance. As I
alluded to above, some roadside facilities change some parts of the original design to enclose
their business names. Tire Shop Muffler (former Linda Texaco in 1945, on southeast Central)
and Enchanted Trails RV Park on northwest Central, for example, substitute “New Mexico”
with their business names, while 66 Diner uses the entire sign space to publicize the
restaurant’s name (See Interchapter, Fig. 21, Page 4). 74 These different uses of the road sign
alter its particular qualities to communicate new commercial meanings to the audience.
Several Route 66 shields also show substantial changes, offering more captivating images to
the market (See Interchapter, Fig. 22, Page 4). Some alterations of its form and design
associate the shield with stereotypical images of the female body, as in the case of a poster
showing the new designation “Route 66 Girls.” Another example that promotes a
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commodification of both the shield and a girl is a large mural on the façade of Pit Stop III
service station on west Central. The owner erased this iconographic representation during my
research period, (See Interchapter, Fig. 23 and 24, Page 4).
Over time route marker signs have also modified their official combinations of colors,
though they have maintained the same basic form and the numbering scheme since they were
agreed upon. U.S. route shields of the 1950s have used, for example, the red, white, and blue
colors to identify interstate highways. Interestingly, some current Route 66 shields show
these colors instead of preserving the original black-and-white combination that
distinguished the historic shield sign in the Highway 66 era (See Interchapter, Fig. 25, Page
5). 75
These processes of alterations of the Route 66 shield make evident the way in which
the original logo is in a constant state of reinvention, though always produced and consumed
as a commodity fetish, implicated in the circulation of capital.
A more complex transformation of the shield reveals how the original design and
function of the route marker can act as agent by engaging consumers at the conceptual level.
Tire Shop Muffler displays in the lobby a shield with the specifications of the national flag
and enclosing a patriotic message. As an imitation of a unique form, the abstract
representation is a postmodern form of pastiche, which represents a mere “attempt to
appropriate a missing past.” 76 In this case, however, the bizarre juxtaposition of signifiers
creates a new sign with a signified that instills a sense of belonging to the nation (See
Interchapter, Fig. 26, Page 5). 77 In this example, the process of manipulation of the design is
not limited to the alteration of its original form or colors but uses the system of representation
to convey ideological meanings. As studies of representations have brought to light,
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meanings of images result from a complex relationship between producer, image, viewer,
and economic and social context. Works of Roland Barthes, Stuart Hall, Marita Sturken, and
Gillian Rose make clear how this process uses “neutral” visual qualities that “naturalize”
cultural codes to connote the sign with ideological values. Especially in his well-known essay
“Encoding-decoding,” Hall explains the work of dominant ideological forces that encode
visual objects with new meanings, altering the original signification of the sign and engaging,
and controlling, consumers into illusory images of reality. 78
One of the most relevant uses of the popular black-and-white symbol and the iconic
highway’s number “66” is on façades and roadside signs of restaurants, repair shops, and
motels, as well in the lobbies (See Interchapter, Fig. 27, 28, 29, and 30 Page 5). 79 The shield
seems, at first sight, to emphasize the historicity of these roadside facilities. By analyzing the
relationship between the buildings (tangible structures) and the shield (symbol) in the context
of capitalist relations of production, I argue that the nature of this connection is more
complex. The theory of reification, as elaborated by the cultural theorists of the Frankfurt
School, provides insightful speculations as a way to understand how the properties of a
symbol can affect the object, transforming it into an idealized thing and an opportunity to
pursue profit. 80 Specifically, the critical views of Marxist György Lukács and Theodor W.
Adorno explain how a powerful strategy of the commercial marketing of culture within the
capitalist society is to make sure that people generally think of objects as if they were
identical to their concepts. The dominant aesthetic, even though correctly perceived as such
by viewers as a symbolic form, functions as a process of mystification creating an appealing
“idea of reality." More than aesthetic forms or touristic attractions, the Highway 66 historic
symbols and roadside facilities become commercial commodities. These fetishes engage
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viewers with false psychological needs, changing their status from individuals to mere
objects, obeying the inexorable laws of the market. Defined as commodities by processes of
aestheticization, the combination of shield and roadside facilities becomes a system of
economic communication and a code managing the exchange of values to manipulate the
gaze of tourists and define their subjectivities in terms of desires and tastes of consumers. 81
Last but not least, fetishization as a consumption practice substantially affects the
legacy of Highway 66, erasing the history of roadside facilities and symbols to promote,
instead, a romanticized vision of Highway 66. Dominant codes and ideologies as well as the
combination of physical and symbolic elements do not limit their power to transform
elements of Highway 66 of the past into commodities of the present. It should be noted that
the loss of identity of places, objects, and symbols promotes fetishes and, at the same time,
erodes the sense of history. Only an analysis of the means of production and their forms and
uses, social needs, and the context within which they are produced and consumed can
unmask imaginary forms of reality that obscure market processes, ideologies, forms of
powers, ethnic exploitations, and spatial transformations, presenting them as “real” values. 82
Symbols of Resistance
Looking at the same Highway 66 symbols from another perspective, I examine these
visual forms in their function as oppositional messages. These three distinctive features
represent a valid example of how visual signs and their aesthetics can subvert stability and
continuity of visual information and become symbols of resistance. To this end, I describe a
protest that involved Albuquerque and that reached its climax during the period of my
fieldwork. I detail the controversial issues and the opposition of the community to
contextualize and elucidate how visual counter-messages created a dialectical connection
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between spatiality of Central Avenue, Highway 66 heritage and existing spatial, sociopolitical, and economic conditions.
In 2016, Central Avenue became the center of crucial debates surrounding a $119
million project, the Albuquerque Rapid Transit (ART) plan, to create a nine-mile network of
rapid transit buses between Louisiana Blvd and Coors Rd, using electric vehicles and
including dedicated stations with raised platforms in the middle of the road. The city had
planned the current Central Avenue as a mass–transit corridor for years, but republican
Mayor Richard Berry made the project the cornerstone of his second-term agenda, supported
by the majority of government leaders as well as local developers. 83 In some way, they
considered ART a chance to earn a better environmental rating, to begin developing a highquality mass transit system, and to encourage economic revitalization of the road. According
to the project, the corridor was the right place to reinforce redevelopment efforts, especially
because it featured large employers, such as Presbyterian Healthcare, the University of New
Mexico, Downtown government offices, and historic areas such as Nob Hill and Old Town.
The project faced intense opposition, making the construction of ART a debated topic
for months in part due to its high budget requirements and the relatively small benefit of
saving a few minutes of travel time. Among opponents were 216 businesses, including 157
business located on the current Central Avenue (17 buildings are part of my study) and 59
located in areas adjacent to the road. Moreover, 47 neighborhood associations and websites
stated their opposition to the Art project. All of them actively participated in a federal lawsuit
against it, claiming that ART considered the needs of the buses instead of those of people. 84
The lawsuit named the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPPO), which required a full
review of the historic sites along the route. The lawsuit also argued that ART violated the
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National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). The plaintiffs asserted that the City of
Albuquerque and the State Historic Preservation Office looked at too narrow an “area of
potential effect” (APE); failed to address how the change in Central Avenue’s configuration
would affect historic Route 66; and failed to seek adequate public comment regarding the
historic preservation impacts of the project. 85
Businesses and organizations divided into three distinctive camps: pro-ART
(GreaterCentralave.org), ART with modifications (MakeARTSmart.org), and anti-ART
(Savert66.org). GreaterCentralave.org organized forums and meetings regarding ART; its
mission was part of the city project to support ART and Central Avenue development. Smart
economic development, local business prosperity, meaningful community engagement, and
other topics related to the question: “How do we take ABQ’s Central Avenue from Good to
Great?” Makesmartart.org included professional architects, planners, attorneys, and
business/community leaders who stated they could support a bus rapid transit system if it
enhanced one of the most important historic segments remaining along Highway 66.
Savert66.org focused on preservation of the historic Central Avenue and what remains of
Highway 66 today, promoting petitions and postcards to fight the ART project.
Meetings, opinion pulls, flyers, satirical cartoons, and a photographic competition
“This Place Matters Photo Contest “ sensitized public opinion and conducted an extensive
outreach effort to build opposition to the proposed plan (See Interchapter, Fig. 31, Page 6).
The opposition coincided with a series of initiatives conceived to celebrate the 90th
anniversary of Highway 66. Events included the screening of movies at Kimo Theater and
two exhibits dedicated to Highway 66 and its history. One of them took place at the National
Museum of Nuclear Science and History, with the title "America's Road: The Journey of
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Route 66," and a second was hosted at the Albuquerque Art Museum with the title “Route
66: Radiance, Rust, and Revival on the Mother Road.” At the same time, a number of signs,
films, a new mural, and tours celebrated Nob Hill’s 100th anniversary, further highlighting
the significance of the Highway 66 corridor in Albuquerque’s history.
Reasons behind the controversy surrounding the project concerned several issues.
First, opponents considered the traffic impact and damage to the boulevard nature of the
current Central Avenue. They argued that the reduction of the automobile circulation to one
lane in each direction from First Street to University and from Girard to San Mateo would
result in more traffic congestion. Moreover, by replacing the median landscaping with rapid
transit bus lines, Central Avenue would look more like “a concrete canyon,” 86 losing the
atmosphere of “old Route 66.” The debates surrounding ART involved discussions on the
impact of the project on historic buildings and their signs along the historic roadside.
According to Chris Wilson, founding director of the UNM Historic Preservation and
Regionalism Program, ART construction was not an actual problem for the historic
structures, which remain intact through the planning processes of urban renovation. Wilson
stressed, however, the need for preserving the historic value of these structures because the
“Route 66 legacy is already wasting away through neglect.” He advocated for the inclusion
of eligible properties in the National Register, if they possessed “historic integrity,” as an
effective way to preserve the heritage of historic Route 66. 87
Second, people insisted that the new bus lines would damage their businesses, which,
for a long time, contributed to the vital importance of Central Avenue’s local character. A
decrease in auto traffic would surely lead to a dramatic drop in business activity, in
particular, in the Nob Hill area, which already feels the impact of the financial and economic
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crisis due to changing shopping habits and Uptown big-name retailers. The focus of
opponents was the improvement of small, local businesses, such as bars, restaurants,
groceries, and other shops in Nob Hill. Although the area has gone through continuous
transformations, the Nob Hill neighborhood association hoped it would remain a “special
district, not a modern shopping center.” 88 A third major point of contention in the debate was
who would benefit from the new bus lines. Opponents did not believe that ART would be
sufficiently different from the current Rapid Ride express bus service, which started as
recently as December 2004. Protesters also stressed that, with the exception of the Nob Hill
area, people do not have an interest in shopping and entertainment in other locations along
Central.
A last key consideration in the ART controversy concerned gentrification. If the ART
project succeeded but construction disrupted businesses, empty lots and abandoned buildings
could become valuable for real estate business. The real estate market is one of the main
stabilizers of the economy, since the dynamics of this market could absorb a large surplus of
capital directly through new urbanist projects, among which is gentrification. As during the
“urban renewal” of downtown that occurred in the 1960s and 1970s, examined in the
previous chapter, the renovation of deteriorated or vacant buildings stabilizes the economy of
middle and upper-income residents and makes the city beneficial to capitalist economic
interests. Gentrification of the old built environment represents another method of capitalist
expansion and dispossession that is deeply intertwined with the ongoing evolution of
capitalism and how it transforms urban landscapes. This form of “creative destruction,” not
only shows its influence on economic aspects of the society but also represents an organizing
principle of the “new imperialism” that, as with the former urban renewal, shapes cultural,
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ethical, and social values and relations of contemporary everyday life. Influential urbanist
Lewis Mumford had already provided a powerful critique of urban expressways when he
warned against their consequences saying, “[p]erhaps our age will be known to the future
historian as the age of the bulldozer and the exterminator; and in many parts of the country
the building of a highway has about the same result upon vegetation and human structures as
the passage of a tornado or the blast of an atom bomb.” 89
Returning to the opposition, I attended meetings, where protesters publicly advertised
their opposition to the project, and the 2016 annual Route 66 Summerfest on Central Avenue
as well as used a number of articles in Albuquerque’s daily and weekly newspapers as
primary and secondary sources. In the course of the protest, I noted that complaints of local
businesses engaged the community in the attempt to survive the current challenges and
shifted to real activism. Informal conversations with ART opponents were useful to have
their personal opinion about different themes that emerged during the meetings. The majority
was related to economic issues, such as the decline of economic activity, layoffs, and plans to
relocate businesses to other areas of the city. Additional topics concerned the car culture,
homelessness, debates on poverty, and public spending. One of the most common questions
was, “Why then did Mayor Richard Berry’s administration continue to support the project
despite significant public opposition?” Interestingly, neighborhoods started to organize and
agreed to promote each other’s businesses through social media and meetings. Erin Wade,
the owner of the Vinaigrette restaurant, declared “she never experienced such collaboration
among neighboring business owners […] the neighborhoods could actually grow stronger
during this time.” 90
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In late August 2016 the Federal court’s judge ruled in favor of the city of
Albuquerque and the Federal Transit Administration and the first phase of work started a
couple of weeks later, even though Congress had not yet allocated the entire grant to carry
out the project. 91 Project opponents challenged the final decision and attempted to stop ART
throughout its construction, however, they appealed and lost. 92
By analyzing the documentation of Highway 66 symbolism during the opposition, the
three distinctive features – the nicknames of Highway 66, the diagonal route, and the Route
66 shield – emerge as active agents during opposition to the ART project. The nature of these
counter-messages and the places where they are displayed – flyers, posters, and panels on the
windows of roadside facilities and on vintage vehicles during protest gatherings – offer a rich
terrain for investigating how this visual information can become a social practice. By
subverting the original meaning, they create an artistic satire to provoke a critical counter
opinion in the audience. This postmodern “politics of representation,” called “ culture
jamming” (or “guerrilla semiotics”), is rooted in the movements of the 1960s. 93
The shield is the most common symbol and appears more frequently in panels
including the words “SAVE” and “HISTORIC.” These signs are also combined with the
STOP traffic sign, including “Albuquerque Rapid Transit” or with yellow flyers saying
“STOP A.R.T.” I noted the symbol of the diagonal only on a banner that also emphasizes the
Route 66 shield and a red Corvette (See Interchapter, Fig. 32, 33, and 34, Page 6).
Interestingly, the diagonal route represents the pre-1937 alignment entering Albuquerque
from Santa Fe instead of drawing the new roadway along Central Avenue. During the 2016
Route 66 Summerfest, the annual celebration of food, music, and fun, in the historic Nob Hill
area on Central Avenue, a particularly effective sign caught the attention of visitors (See
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Interchapter, Fig. 36, Page 6). A white banner with a large Route 66 shield appeared and, in
front of it, there were two puppets representing Mayor Richard Berry holding “STOP
A.R.T.” signs and flyers promoting the petition “VOTA NO, VOTE ON THE A.R.T.
Project.” Moreover, ART opponents placed this combination of signs in front of Kelly’s
Brew Pub (on southeast Central), one of the most significant buildings of the Highway 66
era. This counter-message highlights the effectiveness of the combination between visual
symbols and location to emphasize Highway 66 and stimulate a public opposition to the ART
project. It should be noted that the visual composition does not produce a mere imitation as a
pastiche but it produces a satirical effect as a parody. It represents a form of politics of
representation in which aesthetics assumes political meanings to challenge consumer culture
and oppressive ideologies from within. The symbol-place relationship does not transform
viewers into passive consumers of capitalist mode of production, but encourages the
audience to become actively and productively involved in visual materials.
During the ART controversy, moreover, these compositions of symbols along Central
Avenue bring to light how Highway 66 does not represent a form of capitalization, as do
other sites of consumption, which erase the road history. Instead, the places and history of
Highway 66 are a repository of national history as well as collective memories that reinforce
social unity and resistance, while the internal nature of the historic corridor and its processes
of transformation remain related to the circulation of capital.
Adopting a Marxist analysis, the opposition configures the historic corridor as a
powerful example of how economic and spatial dynamics under capitalism can generate
emergent forms of social opposition. Capitalist urbanization develops an economic and
geographical fixation of capital in the built environment, such as buildings, signs, and the

143
road itself. At the same time, the changing condition of production and capital investment
make the fixed urban landscape a fluid place of formation that obeys the mandate of capital
accumulation, as in the case of the ART project. Although place construction is connected to
the political economy and capital distribution, the construction of places shows how it is
socially and historically tied to social relations and inseparable from human experiences and
memories. By examining the politics of place through the lens of historical-geographical
materialism, I reveal that both material and symbolic components of Highway 66 are
expressions of contradictory tensions: the relationship between “fixity and mobility” within
capitalist exploitation of landscape and the struggle between dynamic capital and the
authentic sense of community. Both contradictions are part of Central Avenue as a road and
as built forms, perpetuating the conflicting interactions between dominant productive forces
and social relations within spatiality. 94
Concluding Thoughts
In terms of Highway 66 and its history, the road conveys a complex interplay of
spatiality and symbolism. Since the 1926 commissioning of the road, it has generated a
distinctive cultural landscape as well as inherent contradictions. Rethinking Highway 66
through the dynamics of capitalism reveals how political and economic processes constructed
the road and how it changed according to the transition of the logic of capitalism from
modernism to postmodernism. Highway 66, as a mode of production and an example of
capitalist urbanization, exhibits an inherent contradiction: on one side, an economic and
geographical fixation of capital in its tangible and symbolic resources and on the other side,
the changing conditions of production, circulation, and realization of capital. Processes of
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suburbanization and the construction of interstates have created distinct geographical forms
of urban development that reveal a social geography based on class and economic inequality.
Central Avenue offers several examples of these themes. My examination of the
dialectics of capital and geography through the lens of Central Avenue’s contemporary
tangible and symbolic resources shows how capital flows into fixed spatial forms as well as
cultural productions and articulate them in terms of commodities. Several buildings and
visual forms continue to convey nostalgic, mythical, ideological, and stereotypical meanings
through processes of aestheticization that encourage the “American Dream” in the popular
imagination and promote mass tourism.
As Highway 66 and its history, Central Avenue reflects not only spatial forms in
progress but also relevant economic and social tensions. The current road emerges as a vector
of normative processes and politics based on neoliberal principles. They ensure benefits to
the dominant forces while community efforts aimed to preserve local economic interests and
Highway 66 history.
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Figure 1. Main Street of America (1928). Krim, Arthur J. and
Denis Wood. Route 66: Iconography of the American
Highway. Santa Fe, N.M.: Center for Americaaces, 2005,
75.
Figure 2. Main Street of America, U.S. No. 66 (1932). Krim,
Arthur J. and Denis Wood. Route 66: Iconography of the
American Highway. Santa Fe, N.M.: Center for
Americaaces, 2005, 79.
Figure 3. U. S. 66 federal highway shield, 1925.
Figure 4. Phillips Petroleum “66” logo (1930).
Figure 5. New Logo with a roadrunner.
Figure 6. Old Chevrolet of the 1950s.
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Figure 7. Collection of advertising at 66 Diner.
Figure 8. New sign on roadside facilities.
Figure 9. Vintage shields and photos of movie stars.
Figure 10. “Route 66 wall map” at 66 Diner.
Figure 11. Mural at Loyola’s Family Restaurant.
Figure 12. Mural at Garcia’s Mexican Restaurant.
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Figure 13. Hot-air balloon including Zia Sun.
Figure 14. Hot-air balloon including Zia Sun.
Figure 15. Zia Sun encloses a red-white-blue Route 66 shield.
Figure 16. Native American artifacts and “Route 66” shields.
Figure 17. “Route 66” and symbols of the automobile culture.
Figure 18. “Route 66” and symbols of the automobile culture.
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Figure 19. “Route 66” and symbols of the automobile culture.
Figure 20. The anniversary of “Route 66” and symbols of the
American auto industry.
Figure 21. Number “66” and business name.
Figure 22. Different forms of Route 66 shield.
Figure 23. Iconographic commodifications of Route 66 shield and
the female body.
Figure 24. Iconographic commodifications of Route 66 shield, the
female body, and the road.
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Figure 25. Route 66 shields using colors of interstates.
Figure 26. Juxtaposition of signifiers.
Figure 27. Marketing of Route 66 shield on façades of roadside
facilities.
Figure 28. Marketing of Route 66 symbol on calendars.
Figure 29. Marketing of number “66” on façades of roadside
facilities.
Figure 30. Route 66 shield inside the lobby of a motel.
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Figure 31. Cartoon during ART protest.
Figure 32. Route shield as a symbol of ART protest.
Figure 33. ART protest along the roadside.
Figure 34. Yellow flyers saying “STOP A.R.T.” and Route 66
shield during ART protest.
Figure 35. Diagonal route and Route 66 shield during ART protest.
Figure 36. Effective signs during ART protest at Kelly’s Brew
Pub.
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Chapter 3: Automobility
Introduction
Historians have long recognized the significance of the automobile in shaping both
the physical and social geography of the United States. When the development of improved
roadways redesigned the landscape of the nation at the turn of the twentieth century, the
nascent American automotive industry grew rapidly and revolutionized transportation
methods. Although the two components of the transportation system, highways and
automobiles, substantially differed in terms of engineering and construction techniques, they
critically intersected in many respects. Marxist analysis shows Highway 66 and the auto
industry as a complex material practices of modernism, serving the dual needs of capitalism
– to reduce spatial distances and to increase the speed of low-cost travel, what Marx termed
the “annihilation of space and time.” 1 In other words, geographical expansion through
communication and transportation is a necessary condition for capital accumulation. As well,
the emergence of new technological modes of production and means of communication
generate other kinds of spatial organizations.
According to Marx’s theory of accumulation of capital and its circulation, capital
takes place “in a geographical context and that in turn create[s] specific kinds of geographical
structures.” 2 It follows that spatial forms and their location are an embodiment of the ability
of the productive forces under capitalism to endlessly reproduce capital. Moreover, as a
historical-geographical materialism approach insightfully helps to understand, these spatial
configurations – Highway 66/Central Avenue and 4th Street as former Highway 66 until 1937
– are outcomes not only of dynamics of capitalism but also of material practices and social
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relations to accommodate needs of “different societies [that] produce different conceptions of
space and time.” 3
On the basis of this theoretical premise, my argument in this chapter centers on the
automobile culture. I argue that it came into being within the American socio-economic
system as a mediating tool to develop efficient spatial forms. These spatialities became a
mean of both production and consumption of capital that dialectically interpolated each other
within spatial structures. Moreover, I contend that these spatial formations of “fixed capital”
contributed not only to the economic growth of America but also “provided the material basis
for the reproduction of the social life.” 4
I focus my analysis on the roadside of Highway 66 and specifically on commercial
places, in terms of their architectural feature, which in a continuous flux re-shaped the urban
environment of the road and which constitute the evolution of American heritage –roadside
commercial places. By seeking to move beyond technological advancement of the
automobile and these facilities, I unravel the underlying dominant forces that have made
possible the development of this kind of spatial formations and afford the opportunity to
create profit in a new way. I will show how roadside facilities have corresponded to the
socio-economic exigencies of capitalism taking advantage of the existence of the automobile
and the processes of urbanization from modernism onwards, constituting the urban landscape
of Highway 66. By examining the contemporary roadside commercial places along Central
Avenue, I will make the case that tangible constructions and symbolic formations are still
active capitalist means of production and consumption.
My study of roadside businesses considers, therefore, built places as a marketing
technique encompassing spatial, functional, social, aesthetic, and regional elements. These
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holistic entities indicate about issues of class, ethnicity, politics, and capital that led the way
to transformations of both American roadside landscape and way of life. Geographical
mobility emerging with the technology of the automobile and the highways engendered new
forms of conceptualization of places in order to organize urban centers for mass
consumption.
Although several roadside businesses served the convenience of motorists along the
route, my analysis concentrates on the existing roadside businesses of the Highway 66 era
along Central Avenue today, including auto dealerships, filling stations, motels, diners, and
cafés. These distinctive spatial constructs dramatically changed Highway 66 from a mere
route of connection to a horizontal sprawl of auto-oriented commercial forms. I assert that
these roadside means of production and consumption can be useful to understand how the
accumulation of capital impacted and continue to affect economic, social, and cultural
aspects of everyday life in the United States as well as the urban historical-geographical
configuration of Highway 66. An exploration of these roadside businesses and the evolution
of their formal components will reveal which dominant forces, under which capitalist
processes of production and consumption, impacted these specific spatial forms that
constituted the urban landscape of Highway 66.
In this chapter, I center my examination on the formal elements that distinguish these
roadside buildings, and specifically two aesthetic components – design and style. I adopt a
political-economy perspective to explore these aesthetic practices and reveal their role not
only in creating appealing places but also in transforming roadside sites into sources of profit
and capital accumulation. In accordance with Don Mitchell’s axioms and David Harvey’s
aesthetic theory, I argue that the aesthetics of these built forms operate within socio-political
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and ideological contexts, serving as active agents in the dialectic between spatial forms and
the logic of capital. 5 As outcomes of the automobile era, roadside facilities mirror the idea of
mass production and the functionalist and rationalized aesthetics introduced by Fordism
during modernism. 6
Although forms and designs of these buildings have incorporated many innovations
over time, they continue to represent cultural values and ideologies related to the concept of
America on the move as valuable commodities. Architectural and stylistic elements of
roadside businesses are, therefore, relevant channels for understanding how these autooriented spatial forms became functional for the needs of travelers and which capitalist
conditions produced them. The phenomenon of decentralization occurring at the beginning
and middle of the twentieth century will offer a powerful example of how the automobile and
roadside businesses developed in the urban and economic climate under capitalism.
Suburbanization provides evidence not only of an increasing geographical mobility but also
of how suburbia favored ideals of standardization, consumerism, and class differentiation.
My study contextualizes roadside facilities and their formal aspects in the historical
periods of modernism and high modernism as well as examines how the current urban
landscape contributes to preservation, modification, or reinterpretation of the roadside
spatialities of the Highway 66 era. I examine the historic origins and the development of
these facilities to reveal how these kinds of buildings flourished along with their function and
developed their formal aspects according to the automobile culture and Highway 66.
As part of my investigation of visual representations, I also examine themes of
automobility and roadside places also as part of my investigation of visual representations. I
focus on how the car and roadside businesses along Central Avenue are portrayed in photos,
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posters, and other forms of cultural expression and question these representations to reveal
whether aestheticization of automobility and facilities convey the idea of the past, capitalize
collective memories, or preserve the American history and culture through their symbolisms.
Lastly, I include a brief discussion of buildings that are vacant and empty lots that are
recognizable as potential commercial spaces by signs placed in front of them. Scholars of
geography and urban studies have often ignored this “emptiness,” or dilapidated space. By
re-interpreting these structures of dereliction or abandonment and adopting the historicalgeographical materialism approach as a method of inquiry, I assert that these places are
“spaces-as-process” and active elements of a “restless landscape.” 7 As such, I argue that they
represent noteworthy subjects to illuminate how capitalism relates to the spatiality of the
present and operates as an exploitive force.
Automobility in Theory
The idea of American “restiveness” and of being “hypnotized” by the automobile
often serves as a supposed definition of American culture. 8 As James Agee states in his 1934
article in Fortune, the automobile “satisfied and at the same time greatly sharpened his
[American] hunger for movement: which is very probably the profounder and most
compelling of American racial hungers.” The fascination of the American public with the
automobile reveals a change of American everyday life, bringing freedom, speed, dynamism,
adventure, and independence. Besides conveying social status and a new sense of mobility,
however, motor vehicles represent a technology that entails other and more complicated
aspects beyond its apparent function and asset.
I adopt the concept of “automobility” to refer to the leading role of this technology as
an innovation of modernity. As such, the automobile reflected the essence of the industrial
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way of life, becoming an expression of modernist ideals and values based on control,
efficiency, rationalization, and a sense of constant anticipation. Interests of capitalist
corporations, political and social forces, and business entrepreneurs promoted this new
technology as more than simply a utility in everyday life. They developed a machine rooted
in profit that became an economic form of hegemony, reconfiguring social relations and
ideologies, and creating capitalist competitions and class struggles. As Joseph Interrante
points out in his insightful work, the use of cars represented “a particular stage in capitalist
development…a cause and consequence of the rise of consumerism.” 9 An emergent economy
based on the automobile came to dominate the main thoroughfares, producing new spatial
forms along the roadside. As other highways did, Highway 66 changed its spatial
configuration and assumed the form of an emergent mass consumerism – the commercial
highway. 10
In his study of the American landscape, John Brinckerhoff Jackson suggests the term
“other-directed architecture” to see in a new light the common structures that are inextricably
connected with external forces and located along roads and highways. 11 To the question,
“What is it then that makes the commercial strip a recognizable and easily defined area?”
Jackson answers, “the presence of automobile.” His interest in the effects of the automobile
on American culture and roadside architecture brings to light the landscape not just as a
passive material entity but also as a dynamic expression of everyday human experiences. By
connecting ordinary settings to automobile culture and mobility, Jackson provides a new
definition of environment – the “auto-vernacular landscape” whose roadside facilities
become humanized spaces belonging to both community and cars. 12 His view, however, only
focuses on individual dwellings and the concept of vernacular architecture and fails to
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recognize a broad range of economic and social elements as well as processes that intervene
in the production of spatial forms.
Putting automobile technology at the center of Marxist analysis, the automobile
emerges as a means of the capitalist imperative that operates within socio-economic system.
The automobile as a technology serving capitalism has played a major role in creating a
different urban spatial order, including massive processes of urban growth, gentrification,
and the formation of new capitalist places, to cite a few. A new agenda organized around
urban studies, social theory, and the study of capitalism has sharpened the understanding of
urban constructions and made new sense of their structural transformations. Marxist
scholarly efforts, in particular, show how economic, technological, social, political,
ideological, and cultural factors are inextricably related in the development of spatial forms.
According to a historical-geographical materialism perspective, places reproduce capitalist
processes through their material forms. Moreover, as tangible realities in the landscape, they
need to be read as social constructs because they “provide a materialistic history…and
metaphorical geography of the human condition.” 13 On these grounds, we can argue that
forms and functions of roadside facilities along Highway 66 are an expression of these
capitalist forces that seek to exploit human wants and needs for profit. Highway 66 with all
its complexities is an example of this motive.
Marxist dialectical methodology opens a new view, extending Jackson’s and other
morphological approaches to the roadside environment, helping to rediscover the role of
space-as-process under the dynamic political and socio-economic relations. As Don Mitchell
states, space is a concrete geography “actively made: it is a physical intervention into the
world and thus is not so much our ‘unwitting autobiography’ (as Lewis put it) as an act of
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will.” 14 Using a Marxist lens to examine the formation of spatial configurations makes clear
the political and economic significance of “fixed” forms. This is because of active evidence
of the enduring circulation of capital and the accumulation process that produces, transforms,
and consumes these forms. It follows that the analysis of places and their aesthetics can
reveal under what conditions particular spatial forms are produced and how productive forces
continue to impact their tangible structures altering their nature.
In the following section, I evaluate roadside facilities along Central Avenue. By
dividing my analysis into the interwar period and post World War II, I provide a
chronological framework. Each section includes a preliminary overview of the evolution of
the automobile within capitalism and its effects on national economic conditions and the
American lifestyle. Then, I assess the particular relevance of each commercial type along
Highway 66, giving particular emphasis to the evolution of their aesthetic and spatial
patterns. Lastly, in each section I examine the existing roadside places of the Highway 66 era
along Central Avenue, calling attention to their most relevant formal features and their
changes. Specifically, my analysis considers the aesthetics of roadside facilities along Central
Avenue in both formal and conceptual terms – on one side, as mechanical tools that define
the type of buildings and, on the other side, as aestheticization of the capitalist mode of
production and consumption. I focus mostly on architectural styles, while I refer to the table
in Appendix A to provide the details of design for all buildings under consideration. In this
way, automobility becomes a powerful framework to capture the synergic relationship of
technology, productive forces, and the aesthetics of spatial forms that constitute the evolution
of the roadside landscape of Highway 66.
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Roadside Facilities of the Interwar Period
The nature and development of roadside facilities as commercial enterprises along
Highway 66, and Central Avenue, cannot be properly understood without an examination of
the genesis of the auto industry and of a number of entrepreneurs involved in the production
and marketing of early automobiles. The popularity of the automobile and an unprecedented
physical mobility was firmly established when Ramson E. Olds with his Oldsmobile in 1902
and then the Ford Motor Company with the introduction of the Model T in 1908 ushered in a
new era of motor cars. 15 The mass production of less expensive and standard automobiles
produced for middle class Americans paved the way for a new form of capitalist
development: the regime of accumulation. For the next two decades, the innovative
manufacturing process revolutionized the production of vehicles while it deskilled labor
through a dehumanizing assembly line. Henry Ford emphasized the launch of the Model T as
affordable automobiles for “every man” saying “'I will build a motor car for the great
multitude” and “when I sold a car, I sold it with the honest conviction that I was doing the
buyer a favor in helping him to take his place in a big forward movement.” 16 The new model
of car not only became the symbol of a new form of transportation and industry in America
but also the sign of social change. No longer limited to the elite, the Model T created a new
type of consumption – mass consumerism. 17
The process of homogenization of the population increased when the automobileoriented culture started to dominate American lifestyles. Cars became a necessity but also a
form of entertainment and curiosity of discovering the beauty of the country. Motor vehicles
represented the ultimate expression of rapid movement and the ability to travel everywhere,
freeing people from train timetables, railroad lines, and specific stops. When city and country
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residents overcame the limitations of geographical distances, a significant effect was an
increase in leisure activity. Travelers, stimulated by Charles Lummis’s motto “[s]ee America
first” and forms of publicity marketing the picturesque attractions and places of America in
the 1920s, started to develop new interest in the American landscape along Highway 66. 18
Nonetheless, during those years the regime of Fordism and his “available for all” model lost
its popularity. A first factor was the promotion of standardization, inexpensive technology,
and an unchanged design for years. Ford represented a “monolithic structure.” 19 Mass
production was synonymous with standardization and did not convey any distinction.
Automobile corporate heads, such as General Motors’ Alfred Sloan and other businessmen,
sensed the opportunity to compete with Ford’s Model T. Sloanism, as the new idea of mass
production of cars with qualitative differences was called, continued with Fordism’s
productive motif but reorganized the assembly plants with flexible machines to diversify the
styles and aesthetics of new models.
In those years, a second factor that impacted Ford’s Model T was the improvement of
highways. With the passages of the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 and, especially, the
Federal Aid Highway Act of 1921, 20 the surface of thoroughfares was smoothed out and
became safe and usable under all types of weather conditions, though only in few places. It is
worth pointing out that the project for the construction of Highway 66 occurred in those
years. The synergy between the highways and the automobile industry encouraged the
demand for higher speed and a transition from the Ford’s Model T to a more complex
technology. 21
The new automotive manufacturing industry used appealing appearance and a greater
selection of cars some such Cadillac and Duesenberg with luxury features to meet different
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levels of social status and customized tastes. The practice of diversification in the capitalist
political economy, more than a mass consumption of cars, entailed a connection between an
automobile and the driver’s self-image, becoming an “individual capital.” 22 The automobile
conveyed status and a sense of individualism and freedom, but as Max Horkheimer and
Theodor W. Adorno discuss in “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,”
the “illusion” created by industry was, actually, a tool of domination. By using aesthetics as a
technique of marketing, automobile corporations integrated a new clientele into the capitalist
lifestyle. Instead of Ford’s “great common denominator” that seemed to transcend economic
conflicts and the class hierarchy, corporations legitimized new designs that promoted
consumption and reinforced class inequalities. 23
With the mass consumption of automobiles and a concurrent congestion of downtown
districts, people started to move to suburban residential zones located in outlying areas. As
recent political economic studies explain, besides the mass consumption of motor vehicles
and the sense of mobility other factors determined the multifaceted socio-economic
phenomenon of the decentralization of people and economic activities in suburbia. 24 In
particular, city leaders, real estate speculators, property and urban developers worked in
concert with the federal government's actions in housing to carefully plan the development of
urban housing along pre-automobile thoroughfares and to relocate residents of the middle
and working classes to the suburbs. Before World War I, several American cities had
developed a suburban pattern and by the 1920s, real estate speculators began marketing areas
farther from the core district. 25
As a consequence, the spatial disjuncture between centers and suburbia created the
need for vehicles as well as accelerated the decline of the public transportation. This
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reorganization of the spatial and social environment magnified class differences between car
owners and those people who used the previous public transportation and could not afford a
motor vehicle. On the surface, therefore, the interwar years created new options for personal
mobility and significant changes in lifestyle. In reality, decentralization to the suburbs
revealed the mass consumption of vehicles not only as a market commodity but also as a
transportation necessity. From a symbol of social status and an expression of leisure, car
ownership became an essential component of everyday American life. 26
When the adoption of vehicles became widespread and in connection with the process
of decentralization and growing tourism, roadside services started to appear. The first of the
commercial buildings were gas stations for both residents and travelers, followed by diners,
lodging accommodations, drive-in movie theaters, auto showrooms, and grocery stores. 27
Local builders, highway entrepreneurs, and large corporations realized the potential of the
vast market opening up a new recreation-oriented industry. Cabins, gas stations, restaurants,
and auto courts started to flourish along Highway 66 as along other urban thoroughfares,
using appealing and well-designed forms for “speed reading” by motorists. 28 To better meet
the needs and expectations of the new long-distance mobile audience, roadside culture
developed some common traits such as fast and inexpensive service extended hours of
operation, informality, and the use of parking lots to facilitate access from the road. These
first forms of roadside businesses combined functional with aesthetic qualities, considering
distinctive architectural designs and styles a powerful means to persuade motorists to stop for
a short period of time. 29 By manipulating people’s needs, roadside entrepreneurs, like
automobile companies and corporations, they transformed the commercial roadside of
Highway 66 into a national engine of economic growth. More than other types of roadside
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commercial places of that time, Highway 66 exhibited automobile services that employed a
combination of standard tangible elements to create a distinctive visual appearance to highspeed motorists.
The 1930s were the formative years of the American roadside of Highway 66. As
noted, filling stations were the original roadside business nationally distributed across the
country and allowed Americans to travel independently throughout the country, farther than
they had gone before. 30 However, the importance of this kind of roadside business,
nonetheless, goes well beyond its function of having facilitated national mobility. Petroleum
companies created a new method to market their roadside buildings that, by combining
standardization and differentiation, paved the way for an innovative capitalist
conceptualization of place, symbol, and consumer society.
During the expansion of the gasoline market, numerous national and regional gasoline
companies were available along Highway 66. 31 It should be noted that gasoline, in terms of
marketing, is a more difficult product to promote between brands compared with food and
lodging. Petroleum companies, therefore, sought new methods to spread their brands,
differentiating the same product in a way to imprint their image on the public. In the 1910s,
corporate leaders developed a market model to communicate standardization and uniformity
as cornerstone concepts – the “business-format-franchising. 32 By presenting a specific
architectural design and adding color schemes, logos, signs, and glass “globes” on the top of
gas pumps, oil companies used aesthetic components to distinguish their brand profile and
transform places into marketable “roadside advertising.” 33 This aesthetic strategy introduced
a new generation of capitalist businesses, the chains, to attract consumers. Lodging followed
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the same system a couple of decades later by adopting common architectural designs to
display the franchise through aesthetics of their buildings.
Like service stations, eating establishments also adopted buildings that were not
particularly significant for their architectural features. Nonetheless, they became an essential
part of American urban culture and a historical reference for understanding the development
of an American way of life. When the automobile took over the railroad’s monopoly on
public transportation, restaurants began to rise in popularity and, concurrently, competition.
According to Liebs, after World War I, “the nation had entered a full-fledged eating-out
boom, with the estimated number of restaurants jumping 40 percent between 1910 and
1927.” 34 In the early 1930s, eating offered a typology including family restaurants (also
family restaurant chains), cafés, food stands, and diners, precursors of drive-in services. 35
Before fast food restaurants modernized the roadside commercial landscape, these eatingplaces included a variety of building forms that displayed distinctive architectural features
and styles. 36 Despite their distinct services, all types shared the same idea of quick service to
fulfill travelers’ needs.
New economic needs and free mobility demanded lodging conditions offering
alternative forms to the downtown hotels that had been brought with the railroad. Before the
motel concept fully developed, tourists lodged along Highway 66 in the first forms of
accommodation similar to an auto camp. To provide better services, developers upgraded the
campgrounds with extra conveniences such as standardized cabins, bathrooms and
recreational facilities. The origins of the American roadside accommodations along Highway
66 were rooted, therefore, in the use of the automobile and the need for inexpensive facilities
convenient for roadside travelers. As with other roadside facilities, motels of the early
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twentieth century reflected the development of road transportation and social patterns. A
variety of distinctive layouts of accommodations of the Highway 66 era are still present
along Central Avenue in Albuquerque. They gradually moved from simple plans, as long
single sections, to more complex and elaborated shapes, such as a long-section, the L-shaped,
and U-shaped plan (See Interchapter, Fig. 1, 2, and 3, Page 1).
Later in the 1930s, lodging units assumed a more cohesive structure and a visual
integration, developing into motor courts (See Interchapter, Fig. 4, Page 1). 37 They often
offered additional amenities, such as kitchens within rooms, so travelers could cook by
themselves. As functional multipurpose roadside places, motor courts underlined the
connection of mobility and domestic refugee, anticipating future accommodations that would
become the epitome of “America’s home away from home.” 38 With more effective lodging
design, motor courts transitioned, in fact, to a more complex design – the motel. 39
The Depression era was a time of great contradictions that affected both the
automobile industry and Highway 66. The economic hardship of those years saw the demise
of many automakers. Nonetheless, cars remained an essential component of American life,
due to the extremely high dependence of people on vehicles. This phenomenon was
particularly evident during the Great Depression in which different attitudes and social values
distinguished the ownership and use of cars within the capitalist society of the 1930s. The
working class used cars for basic needs and as a symbol of economic improvement.
Especially for migrants traveling to California, the cars became a home, symbolizing social
relationships along Highway 66, as John Steinbeck well describes in his The Grapes of
Wrath. That decade also saw a continuous boost of technology and exterior styling design.
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This kind of car production stimulated the demand for luxury vehicles, not only
strengthening the ideal of the American Dream but also enhancing class inequalities. 40
Roadside businesses of those years benefited from the increasing needs for
convenient accommodations. A multitude of low-capital facilities (Mom-and-Pop
businesses) as well as fueling stations (owned by petroleum corporations) flourished
alongside the migratory route to support refugees and truckers as well as some vacationers
who still could travel to discover natural wonders and the lure of the Southwest.
As a consequence of the Great Depression, roadside facilities became common
businesses. Owners particularly focused on enhancing the buildings’ appearance to be more
competitive. Innovative architectural components not only became an evident link between
consumers and entrepreneurial interests, but also brought to light how aesthetics had become
an indispensable quality used to enhance the functionality of capitalist roadside common
places during hardship of the 1930s. For example, to face the threatening economic effects of
that period, oil companies began to offer repair services and to sell tires, batteries and,
accessories – a service usually called with the acronym “TBA.”
Architectural features characterized specially auto-oriented buildings, such as auto
dealerships and service stations, in such a way as to provide them with a captivating visibility
that brought together the static nature of the building and the dynamism of a modern lifestyle. 41 In the midst of the Depression, the modernist slogan “new is better than old”
involved progressive forms of architecture and design. The impulse for a modernism based
on processes of modernization, industrialization, mobility, and progress became evident in
architectural styles. By displaying a variety of geometric lines and ornaments, Art Deco,
International Style, Streamline Moderne, and Exaggerated Moderne expressed “a widespread
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sense, or wish, that we were already practically living in the future, and the future was the
road.” 42 They sought a universal aesthetic language to unify all buildings, mirroring the
Fordist idea of standardized mass production. Design and styles emulated the new beliefs in
the machine age and dynamism.
To enhance their aesthetics, gasoline stations maximized their visibility paving the
way for future “service stations.” Some petroleum companies hired architects and designers
to create more competitive forms. An example of a structural feature that enhanced
maximum visibility was the historic prototype designed by Walter Dorwin Teague for
Texaco Company in the 1934. The “fresh look” model, including rounded corners and
graphic messages, represented a futuristic theme “Building the World of Tomorrow” to
promote the technical evolution of modern age. 43 The new visual appearance became popular
and available at the national level and was immediately associated with the oil company by
motorists. 44 What is remarkable is how Teague’s design reflected a standard and at the same
time, a distinctive design “which could be built in any part of the United States, in any
location, of any material, on any shaped plot, with any number of service bays or none – and
still maintain its identity as a typical Texaco station,” as Daniel Vieyra notes (See
Interchapter, Fig. 5, Page 1). 45
Turning now to Central Avenue, my analysis focuses on the existing roadside
businesses after the 1937 realignment of U.S. 66. According to David Kammer, before the
alignment of Highway 66 most of the tourist industry flourished along 4th Street, as already
described in Chapter 1: Highway 66 / Central Avenue. A Multi-faceted Spatial Identity.
Nonetheless, when Albuquerque promoters actively boosted the scenic drive and more direct
route coming from Tijeras and the Sandia Mountains, private entrepreneurs began to build
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auto camps and tourist courts along east Central Avenue. The first tourist court was Aztec
Court (1931, demolished 2011), followed by Town Lodge in 1935 (former name El Oriente
Court), and Queen’s Rest Tourist Camp (1936, unknown year of demolition). 46 The spatial
arrangement of these first motor courts included the owner’s house, with lodging units
alternating with carports, e.g., one’s car was parked between two lodging units (See
Interchapter, Fig. 6, Page 1 and Fig. 7, Page 2). Town Lodge, a pre-alignment motor court
that is still operational on east Central, offers a powerful example of a structural change in
the lodging design that started in the interwar period and became more common after World
War II. When tourism and traffic demanded lodging accommodations during the Depression
and after World War II, motor courts converted carports into additional lodging units. With
their new court configuration, automobiles began to be parked in the courtyard in front of the
rooms, anticipating the design of motels. 47 This change reflects efforts by owners, and later
corporations, to reserve all available spaces for lodging or as storage places with the purpose
of obtaining greater financial profit. It should be noted that lodging establishments along
Central Avenue took on design and architectural styles expressing different types of
southwestern themes from the beginning. These types of building styles and formal structures
will be discussed in the following chapter. Another original structure well preserved and built
before the 1937 alignment is the current Pita Pit (former Pig & Calf Lunch, 1926) on
southeast Central. This example of roadside dining remains an evocative building combining
an eye-catching design with modern lines. Although remodeled, especially in the interior,
and transformed into a café, its eye-catching design modern lines and a largely intact exterior
remain. 48
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Among the modern styles that characterized roadside facilities along Central Avenue
of the Highway 66 era, Streamline Moderne reflected the national tendency to represent the
idea of mobility and “modernity.” 49 Service stations and auto dealerships along Central
Avenue and on Fourth Street adopted this design and still preserve its stylistic characteristics
– horizontal lines and rounded corners – are the current Draft Station restaurant (former Horn
Oil Company Station, 1938, on southwest Central), Standard Diner (service station operated
by Carothers, 1939), 50 and Kelly’s Brew Pub (former Ford Dealership auto dealerships /
Texaco gas station, 1939), both located on southeast Central, (See Interchapter, Fig. 8, Page
2). 51 The current Golden Eagle Trading Post (former Nob Hill Conoco, 1939, on northeast
Central) offers an interesting example of a service station with a typical “new and modern”
identity and includes the typical TBA additions of the Depression era, (See Interchapter, Fig.
9, Page 2). 52 Sinclair brand was another significant American oil corporation of that time and
it is still present in the current Shrimp Restaurant (1939, on southeast Central). Its building
shows an original design of the Sinclair brand that is still identifiable, though substantial
modifications in the structure and the change of function have substantially altered its
original appearance. 53
Auto dealerships also modified their designs to integrate other products and services.
The new structures of dealerships, for example, adopted a more modest vehicle marketing
scale with respect to the larger automobile dealers of the previous decade and included a fleet
of secondhand automobiles. The facilities incorporated repair shops that became a relevant
section of their business and, sometimes, gas pumps in the service area. The look
substantially changed, increasingly mirroring the designs of service stations. 54 Although
alterations have occurred over time and have changed their structures, two relevant buildings
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of the 1930s that are currently on east Central Avenue remain distinctive and preserve their
original layouts. As already mentioned, the current Standard Diner Restaurant, designed by
architect Tom Danahy, was originally a station and auto garage operated by Carothers and
Mauldin (See Interchapter, Fig. 10, Page 2). 55 Similar to Standard Diner, Kelly’s Brew Pub
was a Ford Dealership and Texaco gas station. Service bays encased an auto showroom while
a full gas and service station was located in front of the building, as an historic photo
illustrates. 56 Probably, it was one of the first stations that motorists encountered as they
entered Albuquerque from Tijeras Canyon in the late 1930s.
Eateries and coffee shops rapidly disappeared along Central Avenue with the advent
of the fast-food franchises, as David Kammer notes. 57 An original structure of the 1930s,
however, remains. Grain Station restaurant (former Cottage Bakery, 1937) on southeast
Central is a well-preserved building that displays an aesthetic form of “English cottage,” (see
Interchapter, Fig. 11, Page 2). As Chester H. Liebs has speculated, these kinds of commercial
design used “picturesque elements” to evoke the idea of “home.” It is worth noting that this
example of domestic imagery emerged during the Depression era to convey a reassuring
perception of a private home that, actually, masked a capitalization of a popular fantasy. 58
During the Depression, the lodging market slowed down because tourism was
interrupted during those years and the following wartime. Motor courts began to convert
carports into lodging units, as in the example of Town Lodge. 59 In Albuquerque, the roadside
category of accommodation differed from the national trend, because it benefited from the
specific function of Highway 66. After Pearl Harbor, the impressive mobilization of much of
the western flow of servicemen, manpower, military supplies, and equipment from the
industrial Midwest to California demanded a systematic network of roads and highways.
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Highway 66 was the major thoroughfare facilitating mobilization of wartime manpower and
trucks carrying army supplies. Though the booming war economy actually suppressed
tourism and civilian highway traffic and gas was rationed, the development of roadside
businesses, including roadside lodging, increased.
Moreover, after the Dust Bowl period when migrants relocated to the West Coast, the
establishment of Kirtland Army Air Force Base in 1942 (later Kirtland Air Force Base),
Central Avenue played another significant role. Scott and Kelly in their work Route 66
observe that when the federal government established new military installations along
Highway 66, such as training and air force bases, motor courts grouped even more closely
together with restaurants and gas stations, maintaining the route’s financially satisfying
commerce. According to David Kammer, the owners of short-term accommodations
benefited from the influx of the families of servicemen. These businesses changed their use
to longer-term housing, to accommodate the military posting periods. 60 By serving military
personnel and their families these roadside businesses survived despite the reduction in
tourism. An example of owners who rented their motor court during the wartime occurred
with La Puerta Lodge, located near Kirtland Field on southeast Central. 61 Another example
of a tourist court serving families of servicemen during World War II is Nob Hill Court, a
well-preserved building also located on southeast Central. 62
Economic and Spatial Changes since Wartime
The inherent contradictions of capitalism during the Fordist era clearly emerged in the
high modern period, in the years of the Cold War in the late 1950s and 1960s, when the
concept of modernity associated with a capitalist flourishing “became hegemonic.” 63 The
capitalist mode of production based on the logic of accumulation, commodification and profit
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maximization penetrated every aspect of American life. By the post-Second World War era,
processes of homogeneity and standardization, and mass capitalism became more apparent
common practices. As Harvey points out, the postwar period has to be considered “less as a
mere system of mass production and more as a total way of life. Mass production meant
standardization of product as well as mass consumption; and that meant a whole new
aesthetic and a commodification of culture.” 64
The renewed prosperity of the postwar period affected the American way of life,
transforming it into a “consumer culture” in which production, marketing, and commercial
symbols were the central values. As Liebs notes, the growth of the automobile industry
mirrored the demand of the consumer public that became a dominant characteristic of
American consumer-oriented “modern” life. 65 One of the most evident outcomes was the
suburban culture that depended on lobbying efforts of automakers, construction companies,
land developers, and real estate investors more than it had during the pre-war period. 66
Suburbanization drove not only the demand for new “cookie-cutter” homes to an
unprecedented level but also the evolution of the American roadside. Suburbia included
“commercial, residential, and industrial structures [have been] redesigned to fit the needs of
the motorist rather than the pedestrian. Garish signs, large parking lots, one-way street, drivein windows, and throw-away fast-food buildings – all associated with the world of suburbia –
have replaced the slower-paced, neighborhood – oriented institutions of an earlier
generation.” 67
Moreover, in the 1950s, the aestheticization of the ideals of mobility and dynamism
that had characterized the interwar period became part of a mode of production and
consumption based on the power of mass media. These paradigms started to dominate
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American society with a new sense of reality that also impacted the style and design of
commercial facilities. The development of broadcast technology transformed the economic
behavior of consumers, calling “attention to the production of needs and wants, the
mobilization of desire and fantasy, of the politics of distraction,” as David Harvey points
out. 68 It became difficult to distinguish economy from popular culture because consumption
integrated a play of images and symbols. 69
Paradoxically, the consumerism of the postwar era enhanced both a mobile society
and home-centered living with a promise of new forms of mobility. In his work Television:
Technology and Cultural Form, Raymond Williams coined the expression “mobile
privatization” to describe this paradox of modernity and how through television the boundary
between public and private spheres blurred along capitalist lines. I refer to his concept to
explore how roadside businesses along Highway 66 and the automobile industry in the 1950s
combined with individualities.
The new roadside facilities helped reconcile autonomy and mobility promoted by the
use of the private automobile with public spaces. Isolated motel rooms and fast-food curb
services, and restaurants became places of “mobile privatization” (See Interchapter, Fig. 12,
Page 2 and Fig. 13 and 14, Page 3). 70 In “a world of increasing individualization and
fragmentations, of the structurally displacing movements of population from country to city,
and from city to suburb,” these spaces and services were a promise to live a new freedom. 71
They also influenced an attitude toward racial equality, though African American exclusion
from public accommodations became illegal only with the pursuit of civil rights movement
of the 1950s and 1960s. The urban roadside of Highway 66 became the target of higher
economic competition and managerial procedures aimed to guarantee conformity, comfort,
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convenience, and progress. As in the interwar period, the architectural design and layout of
roadside structures aestheticized an ongoing American consumer culture. However, as David
Harvey critically observes, “the ‘universal’ or ‘high’ modernism…exhibited a much more
comfortable relation to the dominant power.” He also adds, “the architecture that resulted
merely produced impeccable images of power and prestige for publicity-conscious
corporations and government.” 72
Beginning in the 1930s, as noted, large corporations already controlled gasoline
retailing in terms of production, marketing, distribution, and the design of service stations,
promoting the use of the “place-product-packaging” idea through franchising. 73 The
franchise had its advantages, offering an assemblage of financing, location, service,
architecture, and advertising. Relying on prototypes like a branding package, uniform
appearance became a chain identity, adopted almost nationally. In the 1950s, corporations
started to operate franchising as a business technique to grow all types of roadside facilities
and quickly spread their influence.
Two relevant factors deeply influenced the new scenario of the roadside landscape of
Highway 66. First was the revised tax code of 1954. With this act the federal government
energized the economy, granting funds and accelerating the depreciation of buildings. As a
consequence, the act favored a cyclical renovation and modernization of roadside businesses,
stimulating the growth of new construction that attracted corporate investors. 74 These rapid
forms of consumerism marked a resurgent economic phase and new commercial places
proliferated along Highway 66. A second factor that encouraged a widespread franchise
system was the economic conditions of displaced farmers and returning veterans who hoped
for financial independence through private business ownership along the highway. 75
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Among other roadside businesses, motels especially expanded in the 1950, benefitting
from those years’ economic growth. Several new motels appeared such as the motor inns,
including modern amenities, such as air conditioning, particularly significant in the western
states, television and the addition of swimming pools. Restaurants and cafés were often
conjoined on the property, located at the end of a row facing the strip, becoming a
combination of facilities to attract guests with the promise of domestic imagery, (See
Interchapter, Fig. 15 and 16, Page 3). 76 Conformity was considered a symbol of progress and
intimately linked to the road and mass leisure travelers. Using repetitive models, brands and
restaurant operators and brands carefully measured the visual impact of their designs to
create appealing patterns for customers. Using colors and materials such as stone and tiles,
quaint façades and architectural styles made more competitive roadside establishments such
as motels and restaurants. 77
Along Central Avenue, the current roadside geography includes existing places of
that time, such as motor-inn motels, restaurant chains, and self-service gas stations. 78 The
majority of old establishments followed the same pattern used before the war while new
roadside enterprises reflect the ongoing national expansion of businesses of the 1950s,
adopting homogenizing designs and services that continued from the end of World War II
into the late 1960s. 79 All these corporate designs deeply altered the appearance of Central
Avenue.
From an economic point of view, some businesses became parts of franchise
corporations when it became effective after the tax code of 1954. The buildings retained the
original design, color schemes, and signage of chains. 80 Econo Lodge Downtown (former
Pan American Lodge, 1963) on northeast Central, showing a distinctive pitched roof, is part
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of a brand emerging in the 1970s that emphasized building design and facilities (See
Interchapter, Fig. 17, Page 3). Days Inn (former Travelodge, 1957) northeast Central, a brand
of the same period was the first chain to locate motels adjacent to interstate highway
interchanges. 81 In Albuquerque, this example of motel is located at the confluence of Central
Avenue and Interstate 25. Imperial Inn Motel (1967), also affiliated with Travelodge, is an
example of a co-ownership chain, which marked the passage from motel to Highway motel
in the 1950s (See Interchapter, Fig. 18, Page 3). It shows an original plan in the Sanborn Map
and a mid-century Modernist architecture with “a distinctive overhanging butterfly roof.” 82
Lastly, Hiway House Motel on southeast Central is an example of a motel showing an
original Colonial Revival architecture and remains associated with the late Del Webb chain, a
historic brand founded in 1956 in Arizona (See Interchapter, Fig. 19, Page 4). 83 Two motels,
Express Inn (a former Lorlodge Motel) and Downtown Inn, both on southwest Central,
remain examples of smaller regional companies that were often located close to downtown to
take advantage of its businesses.
Among different styles, Streamline Moderne continued to make postwar roadside
businesses distinctive. In some cases, this modern style of “the age of the machine” embraced
forms and ornaments that altered the typical functionality and visual appearance of this style.
The inclusion of Art Deco elements to add a decorative effect to roadside facilities linked to
transportation was typical, as historic preservationist and planner Jan Jennings notes. 84 Along
Central Avenue, Fan Tang restaurant (former Johnson Standard Service Station, 1950) and
Route 66 Service Center (former Stagg’s Chevron Station, 1949), both on northeast Central,
are two powerful examples (See Interchapter, Fig. 20, Page 4). They integrate Teague design
of the 1930s with a stylized and prominent Art Deco tower well visible on their roofs. 85
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Called a “roof lantern,” this ornamental motif served to catch the attention of drivers and
easily identify this kind of roadside facility. The presence of this Art Deco feature is not the
only example of architectural forms that distinguish the roadside facilities along Central
Avenue. Lam’s Chinese Restaurant (a former A&W Root Beer drive-in, on southwest
Central) offers a further example of tower along Central Avenue, (See Interchapter, Fig. 21,
Page 4). 86 The decorative element was variable in color and served as a prime element for the
brand’s signage.
A particular example of the mid-1950s aesthetic solutions was the exaggerated
modulation of space, called Exaggerated Modern design, a style that never became a standard
model. 87 Central Avenue includes three Phillips stations showing soaring triangular canopies
which penetrate the support to display the company’s logo. 88 Their dramatic visual front
aesthetically communicates the message: “I blend into the landscape.” 89
Motels using the International Style included some specific features, for example a
characteristic porte-cochère to enhance a lodging’s appearance besides other visible features
such as balconies, columns, exterior stairs, and swimming pools. 90 Although this style
emerged in the 1930s as an example of modernism to eclipse stylistic references to the past,
roadside motels and service stations along the current Central Avenue with this “modern
look” were built between the mid-1940s and the early 1960s (See Interchapter, Fig. 22, Page
4). 91 The only example today is University Lodge on northeast Central that emphasizes its
entryway with a barrel vaulted porte-cochère and a decorative balustrade to invite passage
from the city street to the motel-lobby (See Interchapter, Fig. 23, Page 4).
All these examples of innovative architectural components, which became common
in the postwar period, utilized basic forms on which entrepreneurs or corporations added
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more appealing visual features. The reinterpretation of old designs reveals not only an
evident entrepreneurial interest in avoiding widespread standard and uniform designs of the
postwar period but more importantly for the purpose of my study, the significance that
aesthetics had assumed as a way to enhance roadside facilities as a form of profit, becoming
an essential useful marketing strategy to preserve competitiveness. 92
The consequences of capitalist interests in well-established corporate chains and the
rise of big investors established from the end of World War II onward addressed the roadside
properties along Highway 66 in their regional and local stylistic patterns. Existing businesses
modernized their former buildings, adding new amenities to the pre-war structures to better
meet the rapidly changing American lifestyle and the national demands of postwar tourism.
The commercial landscape became a part of “changing patterns of capital investment and
new relations between investment, production and consumption” and impoverished old
spatial resources that became victims of the consumer culture. 93 Some small establishments
continued, nonetheless, to be owner-operated, while most owners turned their businesses into
chains or acted as contractors-operators. 94 The effects of these economic interests are more
visible in the majority of independent cafés, diners, restaurants, and motels that underwent
substantial alterations.
Aside from the prewar motor court Town Lodge (previously mentioned), other motels
along Central Avenue converted interspersed carports within the linear composition of living
rooms into lodging units, garages, or used for other facilities. 95 The motels’ owners also
upgraded their facilities in an attempt to retain significance for the new waves of post-war
tourists, making several works of restoration and renovation that altered façades, fenestration,
and other tangible components. 96 These changes were more evident when builders and
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owners began to target a middle and high-class clientele during the 1950s and the advent of
franchise motels, for example Best Western, supplanted many motels along Highway 66. 97
The motels continued to play a relevant role as a “modern” roadside accommodation, but
their original design was significantly altered. De Anza Motor Lodge, on northeast Central,
offered an example of how roadside businesses improved their appearance in post-war
period. 98 Its longtime principal owner, Zuni trader, Charles Garrett Wallace tried “to keep
authenticity as best he could while bending to modernity.” 99 The shift from one- to two-story
building design was another change for some motels’ configurations with the purpose of
modernizing the entire structure. The second floor was located above the office portion and
used as the living quarters for the lodge manager, as in the case of Luna Lodge on northeast
Central and El Don Motel on southwest Central, (See Interchapter, Fig. 24, Page 4).
In the mid-1960s, the rise of the environmental and historic preservation movements
included the roadside landscape in their programs as one of the causes of uncontrolled
environment pollution. The attempt to preserve the country’s scenic beauty by identifying
outdoor signage as a possible detriment to highway aesthetics paved the way to the federal
Highway Beautification Act of 1965. With this important federal recognition, the appearance
of the nation’s roads shifted to aesthetics for supposedly more “pleasing vistas and attractive
roadside scenes” that replaced “endless corridors walled in by neon, junk and ruined
landscape.” 100 The radical departure from the common practices of outdoor advertising
deeply affected the roadside imagery of Highway 66, especially the signs of fast food
restaurants and service stations that mostly showing a uniform design, and more than other
roadside facilities depended on visual appearance as a marketing strategy. Several businesses
in Albuquerque, as along other sections of Highway 66, suffered for the loss of signs that
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lured motorists and declined. 101 Tower Court Motel on southwest Central is an example. It
was a U-shaped building constituting of 15 original units arranged in three wings, including a
prominent 30-foot stepped tower as its office. The tower was torn down but the original
spatial arrangement and the modern stylistic characteristics remained unaltered. Many
streamlined stations and restaurants changed their aesthetic forms and adopted imagery more
“rustic” and residential. 102 Few existing examples of these facilities along Central Avenue
show a Mattawan style, which represented an “aesthetic activism against the architecture of
the strip” (See Interchapter, Fig. 25, Page 5). 103 The measure for reducing the “visual
pollution” affected franchising chain motels less dramatically, because they started to sprawl
nearest the nodal points of highway interchanges. 104
With the construction of the Interstate Highway System the geography of the
Highway 66 roadside further changed. In Albuquerque, as nationwide, service station,
restaurant, and motel usually clustered along the roadside not only with a functional purpose
but also an economic strategy adopted by roadside businesses to increase their productivity.
In the late 1960s, the construction of new highways, like Interstate 25 and Interstate 40 in
Albuquerque, started to divert traffic from Highway 66 to interchanges. Nodal commercial
development showed new patterns of spatial organization, including all types of roadside
facilities. In those years, urban entrepreneurialism and local states intervened in processes of
gentrification of inner city areas, encouraging capitalist investments in the central districts.
The new urban geography of the city and dependence on the automobile indirectly
encouraged owners and operators to move their businesses to interchanges to have direct
access to interstates. Several roadside facilities along the historic highway started to
decline. 105
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It is important to highlight the significance of roadside businesses’ location in the
development of capital enterprises and the road itself; this is an aspect of capitalization of
roadside that rarely emerges in literature (See Interchapter, Fig. 26, Page 5). Usually, studies
of roadside commerce along the highway examine business agglomerations that occurred
after the advent of interstates but not the evolution of clustering.
Turning again to Central Avenue, I focus on the combination of local and national
influences in the postwar period. It marked the commercial landscape of Central Avenue,
making more evident not only its twofold identity but also the increasing struggle of
independent Mom-and-Pop businesses to preserve their facilities’ unique regional identity
and avoid standardization. 106 Similar to the national trend, small businesses such as eateries
and coffee shops rapidly disappeared with the advent of the fast food franchises, as David
Kammer notes. 107 Nonetheless, the current roadside shows some facilities that preserve their
structural forms and design – the diner. Before the arrival of the fast-food age in the 1950s,
diners represented only a distinctive restaurant form. In the post-war period, the term “diner”
also indicated a concept. It implied family ownership and preservation of the sense of history
and style that the original ordinary places transmitted. 108 Today, few genuine examples of
diners appear on Central Avenue. They mirror, nonetheless, the national revival that occurred
in the rest of the nation in those years.
Loyola’s Family Restaurant (former Sherm's Restaurant,1958 on southeast Central),
Whole Hog Café (former Denny’s restaurant in 1964 and later Milton restaurant, on northeast
Central), and Kap’s Coffee Shop (1965, on northeast Central) maintain the original structure
and a distinctive Googie design, featuring the well-known “boomerang” (also called
“checkmark”) roof (See Interchapter, Fig. 27, Page 5). 109 This modern consumer style
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strongly suggests the future through a popular form. It is a “rare combination in the history of
Modernism” that emphasizes the idea of casual, comfortable, and economically accessible
coffee shops. 110 Today, these examples of iconic architecture with distinctive symbolic and
aesthetic significance are not merely landmarks on the roadside, one of the most transient of
the American spaces, but also offer an example of small and independent Mom-and-Pop
enterprises as they developed after the advent of large chains and processes of homogeneity
and franchising. Although in part remodeled, these buildings are still accurate examples of
one of the most “energetic” forms that dominated Central Avenue as well as Highway 66 in
its supposed “golden age.” The facilities also preserve a historic connection to the autooriented commercial development of Central Avenue in the late 1950s. I argue that structural
and historical continuum of these facilities incorporates emotional qualities related to sense
of place. With this expression I refer to an “affective characterization crystallized from an
individual emotions, experience, and cultural background.” 111 Second, these places evoke a
feeling of permanence, a concept that David Harvey defines as “a collective terrain of social
control that becomes extremely hard to break.” 112 In his work “From Space to Place and
Back Again,” Harvey investigates the nature of spatiality within the logic of capitalism
combined with Heidegger’s phenomenological emphasis of “locus of being” to reveal the
impact of uneven capital investments on places. Place constructions are process in which
economic and material practices are inseparable from the sense of belonging that depends on
collective memories of a community and personal experiences. 113 It follows that the sense of
“permanence” is an effect of a particular spatial tangibility tied to former and current social
processes that give rise to a “place.” Actually, Harvey uses Heidegger’s approach of place as
“being-in-the-world” as an opposite view to illustrate how the rhetoric of capital works. The
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emphasis of preserving collective narratives and beliefs fixed in a place runs the risk of
creating stereotypical constructions that, as empty roadside signifiers, speculative
investments can exploit, transforming places into sources of imagination with a consequent
economic expansion. A historical-geographical materialism approach provides a way to
understand the nature of places by recognizing them as outcomes of “material,
representational, and symbolic activities.” Places, as social constructs, perpetuate historic and
spatial traditions, collective memories, and cultural identity across generations. Seen from
this theoretical perspective, the sense of continuity of some roadside commercial places
along Central Avenue emerge as sites of resistance that compete with new modes of
accumulation of capital and avoid being part of progressive politics that rediscover places
only to create commodified and mass consumed spatial forms. 114
Emptiness along Central Avenue
In this section it is not my intention to review in any comprehensive way the meaning
of derelict landscapes and how the society produces them. I limit my analysis to make a brief
reflection on roadside commercial places that are vacant, demolished, spaces only identified
by old signage or by evidence of actual footprints on the ground, referring to their plans (See
Interchapter, Fig. 28 and 29, Page 5). 115 I argue that all forms of spatiality are significant
documents that deserve attention for their present and past formal patterns, even if they are
“anonymous.” 116 Empty spaces are part of everyday reality and are noteworthy subjects for
understanding how capitalism relates to the spatiality of the present and operates as an
exploitive force. Historical-geographical materialism approach regards these structures of
dereliction or abandonment in terms of “space-as process” and active elements of a “restless
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landscape” within capitalism. 117 For example, enterprising capitalists can acquire some
“empty spaces” because cheap sites and, then, “develop” them.
A theoretical approach to spatiality specifically considers the arrangements of objects
in space and the meaning of “emptiness.” Edward T. Hall develops the theory of proxemics
to explain this fruitful vision of “silent” spatial dimension 118 that is often ignored but that is
noteworthy as a culturally determined part of everyday life. As he notes, landscape is most
often delimited by virtue of its physical built forms with their own material characteristics as
well as by human perception and experience fixed in place.
These vacant buildings and empty spaces include motels, service station, and
restaurants of both pre-war and post-war periods. Their remaining footprints on the ground
help identify their original plans, such as Hilltop Lodge and Zia Motor Lodge (See
Interchapter, Fig. 30, Page 5). Other sites are marked, instead, by isolated freestanding
signage situated in front of empty lots as identifications of the former existence of motels or
other abandoned structures. 119
Using Hall’s theory of proxemics, these unconventional remains on the ground
emerge as relevant signifiers. First, they represent places “in-between,” “silent” conjunctions
with other spatialities and integral parts of everyday ordered spaces, forming the current
roadside landscape. Second, their status reveals how the local community’s tastes and habits
have changed over time. Although not obviously understandable, these spatialities denote the
trialectics of spatiality, historicity, and sociality, becoming contemporary guides to the rapid
change of urban environments. Empty signs contribute, therefore, not only as tangible
references to “lived” spaces of the past left on the ground, but also as visible signs that are
part of the current ordinary landscape.
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From an economic perspective, these vacant places reveal how the dominant legal
and political institutions impact landscapes as forms of capitalist accumulation. As Jakle and
Wilson contend in their discussion of the evolution of patterns of dereliction, landscape is a
resource that capitalism can exploit in the same manner as other economic resources of the
everyday life, it is “an outgrowth of a capitalist society”. 120
Representation of Automobility and Roadside Landscape
The ways in which geographical mobility has dominated everyday American life and
re-shaped the national geography reveals technological practices and spatial forms closely
linked to capitalist processes of production and consumption. The culture of mobility,
however, has introduced more than massive investments in the auto industry and the
development of facilities shaping the roadside of Highway 66. Automobility, as the
combination of the automobile culture and construction of roadside spatialities, must be seen
as an expression of both material practices and symbolism resulting from the capitalist
imperative of profit.
In this section, I refer to visual elements associated with automobility to examine
portrayals of Highway 66, motor vehicles, and roadside places. These subjects have been
themes recurring in various road narratives such as novels, poetry, music, film, television,
and photography, among other forms of cultural expression. Popular culture abounds with
examples celebrating the car and the roadside, considering their enduring influence in the
culture of the United States. The iconography of Highway 66, in particular, evolved into a
large number and forms of representation. Specifically, after numerous deteriorations of the
route and the advent of the Interstate Highway System followed by the official
decommissioning in 1985, the popularity of the highway accelerated its conversion into a
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fictional product worldwide commercialized as “Route 66.” It follows that it is impossible to
understate the relevance of the automobile culture and Highway 66 in the evolution of artistic
production.
For the purpose of my study, I provide an understanding of these themes, adopting
political-economy perspective to reveal how visual products and memorabilia celebrate the
automobile culture and roadside places of the Highway 66 era in the present. I argue that
aesthetics is an inherent part of representation and an intentional means of capitalization,
because its function is not only to engage consumers’ gaze in that object but more
importantly, “to orient [the individual] to the object.” 121 It follows that consumers’ gaze on
visual products that manipulate their imagination, favoring production and reproduction of
capital.
I include in the following discussion my analysis of photographs, posters, calendars,
magazine articles, and murals, placed outside and inside of the existing roadside facilities of
Highway 66 era along Central Avenue. I also examine objects portraying the automobile
culture or representative markers of the Highway 66 era, such as vintage cars from the fifties,
gasoline pumps, and symbols of cars. I call specific attention to the site where the images or
the objects are placed, their visual and material aspects, and their content, as principal
components. 122
From a critical perspective, a number of commentaries have investigated themes
related to automobility and the American roadside framing them in economic, social, and
political contexts. To critically explore these themes, I consider the premise that
representations are commodity constructs of the reality. Marx defined commodity as “an
object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or

195
another.” 123 His definition, however, disguises some complexities entailed in visual
commodities. Postmodern critiques of urban life reinforced the idea that the dominant culture
reproduces the logic of capitalism through aestheticization of objects. As Jameson points out,
“aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity production generally”
that transforms objects into “their own images.” 124 More importantly, the analysis of
processes of aestheticization reveals how objects and signs not only link to consumer culture
but also lose their authenticity and historical sense. In Jameson’s words, “it is hard to discuss
‘postmodernism theory’ in any general way without having recourse to the matter of
historical deafness” and the past represented as a glimmering mirage. 125
The emphasis upon the persistent logic of the commodity in the practices of
representation and processes of naturalization helps my critical examination of visual
reproductions of automobile culture and roadside spatial forms to question how these cultural
creations of the present are actually forms of commodification of the American past, the
urban culture, and Highway 66 heritage.
Along Central Avenue, several vehicle parts or model cars are displayed in a
significant number of roadside places (See Interchapter, Fig. 31, Page 6). The automobile
appears as the most common attraction associated with automobility. Model cars and hood
ornaments, for example, are located in prominent places inside restaurants, such as Standard
Diner restaurant, Monte Carlo Steakhouse, and Western View Diner & Steakhouse. Usually,
owners place them in small showcases, frames, or on shelves, but always where they are well
visible to the public. Colorful gasoline pumps, old but not original according to historic
images, are located outside of some buildings, as in the case of Kelly’s Brew Pub. A single
gasoline pump is, instead, placed close to the main entrance of Lindy’s Coffee Shop (See
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Interchapter, Fig. 32, Page 6). This place is one of the oldest continuously operating
restaurants of the Highway 66 era in Albuquerque, located in the historic 1906 Bliss Building
close to the confluence of Central Avenue and 4th Street (a former branch of El Camino Real
and pre-1937 alignment of Highway 66). In another historic place that was a service station
along Highway 66, a Draft Station Coffee Shop displays car symbols, and uses traffic signs
as coffee tables. The 66 Diner, already mentioned, displays inside the restaurant a large
variety of car parts surrounded by a number of other components of the Highway 66 heyday
and related to the automobile culture. All these objects openly refer to car technology and its
historical changes, connecting modern customers to a romanticized atmosphere of the 1950s.
After World War II, the return of prosperity and dependence on the car made
geographical mobility and optimism the dominant characteristics of American life. As I
mentioned before, the emergence of television provided a new medium by which
corporations started to dominate and reorganize American society, promoting those values
that best fit capitalist imperatives. Social mobility, aesthetics, and urban development of high
modernism were rooted in the standardization of consumer goods and in a fictional reality,
reinforcing the production and consumption of fetishes. As Harvey notes, “television [was] a
product of late capitalism and, as such, has to be seen in the context of promotion of a culture
of consumerism.” 126
One of the most powerful connections between television of the 1960s and
representations of automobility along the current Central Avenue is the image of the
convertible Corvette (See Interchapter, Fig. 33, Page 6). The sport car is present on posters,
photographs, magazines, and on the façade of Pony Work service station. These images
represent more than a mere symbol of a vehicle. The sports car is a symbol for American
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culture of the 1950s, a period that intensified national and patriotic ideals, and reflected the
political optimism of Kennedy’s presidency during the “golden years.” 127 In several current
representations, the famous car refers to the weekly CBS television series titled route 66 (The
title had the “r” not capitalized. It ran from 1960 to 1964 for a total of 116 episodes). 128 The
series chronicled the adventures of two drivers crossing the country in an appealing red
Chevrolet Corvette convertible. Interestingly, the show related to Highway 66, promoting the
commercialization of both the automobile and the corridor. 129 It should be emphasized that
these television shows appeared after Eisenhower’s administration projected the interstate
highway system that would accelerate the decommissioning of Highway 66. The show route
66 blurred, therefore, the line between reality and representation and anticipated future
nostalgic idealizations of the Highway 66 and the Corvette in the American imagination.
Even during the screening of the series, as The New York Times reported, “[e]very week
millions of individuals went on an adventure, imagining themselves as the third (or fourth or
fifth) rider stuffed into the Corvette between Buz and Tod.” 130 Moreover, in its role of
dominating the audience through aesthetics, styling, and representations, television created in
viewers the illusion of a “benevolent” postwar period that still is remembered nostalgically.
Among a large number of other symbols of the automobile culture of those years,
another American television comedy, I Love Lucy (1951-1957), connected the road and the
automobile. The flyer for this TV series portrayed a middle-class white family traveling in a
Pontiac Star Chief Convertible (See Interchapter, Fig. 34, Page 6). 131 Below the image, the
flyer included the famous message “On the Road Again.” A copy of his image, which is now
faded, is part of the panel in the 66 Diner’s parking lot. The famous message appeared in the
episode “The Great Train Robbery” (October, 6 1955) that narrated the experience of the
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family traveling across the country. By connecting media, culture, and politics, the new
technological means enhanced recurring themes of “authentic” American citizenship as “a
virulent form of revitalized heterosexuality [that] has been invented” and regulated according
to the family values of the 1950s. 132
I would make a brief point about another significant aspect of television that relates to
Marx’s historical-geographical materialism. Television overcame physical barriers because it
virtually altered spaces and relations. The creation of new forms of marketing and
exploitation allowed capitalism to penetrate into the real, by pushing customers toward new
material practices of consumerism. This innovative technology represented a new means of
capitalist accumulation as well as consumption. Pushing further the discussion, I argue that
television, as in the case of the automobile, was a mediating tool, connecting capitalism and
consumers and eliminating the barriers of time and space. 133
Another relevant point about television concerns the new mode of communication
that was, and continues to be, a tool to naturalize the dominant imperialism and the
monopoly of capitalism through aesthetic illusions. Raymond Williams in his work Marxism
and Literature warns against the uses of cinema and television, among other cultural
productions of mass communication. He argues that media create expectations in the
audience to manipulate “the whole of living” through “indoctrination.” 134
Cultural Studies’ theories of representation, however, reveal further aspects of
aesthetic constructions, showing how they are a production of the capitalist cultural industry
to make natural what, instead, is cultural and political. As noted in the previous chapter,
processes of naturalization and normalization in the practice of representation transform
visual meanings into an apparent universal truth while the active ideological dimension
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remains obscured at the level of connotation. Cultural theorist Stuart Hall has rethought the
practice of representation, centering his analysis on the process of encoding-decoding to
reveal how the process of naturalization operates as an ideological “transparency.” 135 He
refers to Gramsci’s concept of “common sense” through which a bourgeois democracy
“persuades” dominated social groups. As Hall argues, “[w]hat is natural can be taken for
granted; it defines ‘common sense’.” 136 Visual constructions emerge as sites that political
and ideological forces use to “mystify the ‘real’ conditions of existence.” By manipulating
and reformulating meanings, competing forces transform media into an instrument of
ideological domination. 137
Returning to the analysis of contemporary Central Avenue, some restaurants and
motels, such as the 66 Diner, Monterey Motel, Westward Motel, and Town House
Restaurant, display magazine articles in prominent areas that tell their stories. Similarly,
historic black and white photos of Albuquerque (Central Avenue) and of some restaurants
(Frontier restaurant, Kelly’s Brew Pub, Mac’s la Sierra, Town House, 66 Diner, and Kap’s)
are placed inside dining rooms or lobbies in easily visible places. These visual
representations create another kind of connection with the automobile culture and roadside
places of Highway 66. Standard Diner Restaurant also provides on the back of the menu the
history of the building, relating the ownership story of the former service station and
detailing the spatial organization of the original place. This enables customers to fully
understand the significance of the place and its current use (See Interchapter, Fig. 35, Page
6). Although these representations promote commercial activities, the historical dimension of
their content assigns an aspect of originality and identity to those places. Because all these
images emphasize an American way of life from previous decades, I argue that their content
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can be considered cultural residues of the past. I refer to Raymond Williams’s concept of
“residual,” defined as an element of a culture “formed in the past, but [it is] still active in the
cultural process […] as an effective element in the present.” 138 Moreover, several images
illustrate the respective building and the automobile parked in front of it, emphasizing how
the widespread use of the automobile was a central figure in the mobile life of American
society. Lastly, it should be noted that all images of the cars belong to the postwar period and
evoke a time of economic prosperity during which the automobile as no other technology
influenced American culture and economy.
I conclude my examination of symbolism by noting that several roadside places
display a famous image by Ernst Haas, an Austrian photographer and pioneer in color
photography, entitled “Route 66 Albuquerque, New Mexico: 1969.” The iconic image
illustrates Central Avenue after a thunderstorm and highlights the intense traffic, the chaotic
multitude of commercial signs, and the severe congestion during nighttime along the road in
the years before the advent of the new Interstate 40 (See Interchapter, Fig. 36, Page 6). The
photographer accentuates the use of color, a technique that was considered inferior to blackand-white throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and adopts a slow shutter to give the illusion of
movement. Although the image seems to be a montage, it represents a microcosm of America
itself including symbols of American culture as well as the consumer society as integral
components of mobility.
All these visual representations and memorabilia along Central Avenue bring to light
a fascination with the automobile and the idea of the “open road.” Phil Patton states, “[e]ven
before the automobile, American roads were much idealized…artifacts of our national
obsession with mobility and change, with the horizon, with the frontier.” 139
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Representations of cars reinforce and preserve the dream of mobility and freedom as
an essential element of American culture. Nostalgia for styles of the 1950s is one of the
prevalent themes. Representations continue to promote a period that seemed only to be
characterized by innocence, morality, and simplicity. This definition remains one of the most
anchored archetypes still rooted in cultural production. The idealized view of family
vacations in vintage automobiles driving along the highway toward the West was a common
and widespread image, promoting the conservative values of domesticity and the Manifest
Destiny ideology. The American postwar period became idealized as the “lost era” of history.
A particularly illuminating passage from an article published in Route 66 Magazine in 1998
describes how the author believed a typical middle-class family lived in the fifties. The
words of writer Bob Moore emphasize a positive historical period in which “bad guys went
to jail, always, and good guys got ahead. Everyone respected the President, even if we didn't
agree with him. It was a comfortable time in America and some of us miss it very much." 140
By expressing a less idealized viewpoint, Karal Ann Marling points out a highly
original history of Americans’ engagement with material culture in her work As Seen on TV:
The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s. In her detailed and critical explorations of
material culture as it was represented on television programs and ads, she argues that people
of that period aspired to a “densely material world.” 141 Prosperity combined with advanced
technology generated a growing consumerism that became a standard of living. 142 These
accounts promoted automobiles, leisure travels, and housing facilities, so that the fifties
emerge as a “benevolent” time with a comfortable lifestyle that marked American society
and culture with the ideals of patriotism, democracy, and freedom. Actually, these paradigms
encouraged the audience to avoid recognizing complex historical events that the country had
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been living through – the Cold War, the Korean War, the genesis of the civil rights and
women’s liberation movements, and the upcoming Vietnam War.
Concluding Thoughts
By considering the current roadside commercial places along Central Avenue in both
of their fundamental dimensions – tangible and representational – the significance of
aestheticization in urban life emerges as a link to consumer culture, commodifying both
dimensions in service to capitalism. The notion of aesthetic helps reveal the ongoing
reorganization of spatial forms along the roadside as an aspect of geography of mobility and
everyday experience in urban life. Roadside facilities along Highway 66 are tangible entities
that express dynamic socio-spatial processes, reasserting theorizations of historicalgeographical materialism about the embodiment of political, ideological, and cultural
constructions in place.
Adopting Marxist analysis to examine the dialectic connection of capital and spatial
forms, my study reveals on one hand the role of tangible structures in representing forms of
capitalist commodification that affect social life on the other hand, the role of aesthetics
serves as a political and economic tool to naturalize the circulation of dominant forces of
capitalism. Roadside facilities along Highway 66 are powerful examples not only of
reification of these capitalist dynamics but also of how they historically evolved and
reproduced capital accumulation in a flexible way. As my study shows, designs and styles are
not only aesthetic forms of spatial organizations and artistic expressions incorporated in the
exterior components of buildings but also, and more importantly, active agents indelibly
linked to a politics that conceptualizes national ideologies. Rethinking spatial forms of
Highway 66 through the lens of a political-economic dynamic provides a new evaluation of
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how symbols of progress, freedom, “modernity,” and mobility incorporated in its roadside
landscape are, actually, expression of leading forces that exercise their control under
capitalist conditions. As I have already observed in previous discussions of visual
representations, the political-economy approach expands semiological conceptions. I refer, in
particular, to Roland Barthes’ works that analyze a variety of images and texts in the cultural
context to dismantle the rhetoric of the image, showing how a photograph, obvious in its
meaning at first sight, simultaneously create links to different discourses. 143
These themes emerge, though in a less evident way, in the current visual
representations and objects present in a number of establishments that refer to automobile
culture and the Highway 66 era. They enhance more an idea of Highway 66 by displaying
images or tangible parts of vehicles and historic pictures of places along Central Avenue.
Critical studies of representation and postmodern theoretical perspectives open a window on
how we can no longer consider visual constructs as mere copies of an “original.” By shifting
attention from the analysis of the visual process that construe the virtual reality to the
mechanisms by which they evoke the past, these speculations reveal how representations
influence the consumers.
Current representations of Highway 66 and automobility show symbols related to the
romance of the “open road,” myths of freedom, and old-fashioned customs, which perpetuate
ideals of the American Dream. Some images of cars refer to television series of the mid1950s, a period when this technology became a political mechanism of social control and
consumerism. Their visual forms inspired a dominant structure of feeling and normativity in
the context of consumer capitalism and forces of standardization. 144 Nostalgia for the “good
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old days” is one of the prevalent feelings that clearly emerge from these cultural
representations along Central Avenue.
Nostalgia is a relevant concept because it offers insights about the relationships that
people construct to link the present to the past. Moreover, the cultural and political contexts
in which nostalgia circulates shape social and cultural effects that can generate myths at a
personal and collective level. Also, visual products along Central Avenue celebrate the
automobile culture and buildings of the Highway 66 era, using its past as illusions that seems
more real than the originals, to create a consumerist imagination in the present.
According to anthropologist Kathleen Stewart, who critically explores material
manifestations in everyday life, nostalgia like economy pervades all aspects of human
existence. More importantly, nostalgia represents “a cultural practice, not a given content.”
Drawing upon Raymond Williams’s seminal concept of “structure of feeling,” Stewart
reveals nostalgia as a mechanism that allows recognizing vintage objects and spatial forms
associated with aesthetic values and historic sites as way to “’wrap the folk’ and ‘history’ in a
primitivist cloak.” 145 Vintage material also provides a type of comfort and some sense of
continuity of multigenerational lives. Nonetheless, the current visual forms also convey some
historical aspects that show how local history and national memories are not totally obscured.
Because they are displayed in family restaurants and motels still operated by independent
owners, these kinds of cultural products help reinforce the historic value of these places.
The reinvention of Highway 66 and its roadside facilities as nostalgic simulacra will
be one of the themes of the following chapter. I will consider the past and present uses of the
road to examine how the route foregrounds appealing themes related to American middleclass families, the commodity culture, and nationalistic ideals. Meanwhile the actual facts of
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the fifties, which Highway 66 entailed, such as poverty, experiences of minorities, and forms
of racism, among other narratives, remain obscured.
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Figures

Figure 1. Spatial organization of room units: integrated, single
roofline, single row (Motel 21).
Figure 2. Spatial organization of room units: integrated, single
roofline, L-plan (Lazy Motel).
Figure 3. Spatial organization of room units: integrated, single
roofline, L-plan (La Hacienda Court).
Figure 4. More complex spatial organization of room units (Nob
Hill Court).
Figure 5. Service station model Walter Dorwin Teague.
Figure 6. Spatial arrangement with room units alternating with
carport (La Puerta Lodge Motel).

217

Figure 7. Carports converted in room units.
Figure 8. An example of Streamline Moderne form (66 Diner).
Figure 9. A Conoco service station (current Golden Eagle Trading
Post).
Figure 10. A Jones Motor Co. car dealership and Texaco station
(current Kelly’s Brew Pub).
Figure 11. An “English Cottage” restaurant (current Grain Station
restaurant).
Figure 12. Carports converted to include amenities after WWII.
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Figure 13. A curb service by current Lam’s Chinese Restaurant.
Figure 14. An example of corporate standard plan and casual
restaurant.
Figure 15. Evolution of Luna Lodge Motel’s spatial organizaton.
Figure 16. Detail of Luna Lodge Motel with the addition of a
restaurant.
Figure 17. An example of franchise business preserving its original
chain design and scheme.
Figure 18. An example of TraveLodge design.
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Figure 19. Example of Del Webb chain showing a Colonial
Revival architecture.
Figure 20. Art Deco “roof lantern” identifying service stations
(current Fan Tang restaurant).
Figure 21. Example of A & W Root Beer roof design (current
Lam’s Chinese restaurant).
Figure 22. Former service station in International Style (current
Central Tire Shop).
Figure 23. Porte-cochère (University Lodge).
Figure 24. Addition of second floor as part of the original design
(El Don motel).
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Figure 25. Mattawan style (Mannie’s Family Restaurant).
Figure 26. Roadside facilities clustered along Central Avenue.
Figure 27. A distinctive Googie design (Loyola’s Family
Restaurant).
Figure 28. Vacant business (Chelsey’s drive-in).
Figure 29. An abandoned motel on west Central (former Alamo
Court).
Figure 30. Remaining footprints on the ground of a former motel
(Zia Motor Lodge).
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Figure 31. Objects portraying the automobile culture at 66 Diner.
Figure 32. Objects portraying the automobile culture at Lindy’s
Coffee Shop.
Figure 33. Image on a calendar portraying a convertible Corvette
of the 1950s at Sandia Muffler.
Figure 34. Flyer on American television comedy I Love Lucy
displayed at 66 Diner.
Figure 35. Historic photo displayed at Town House Dining Room
Restaurant.
Figure 36. Image illustrating Central Avenue in the late 1960s by
Ernst Haas.
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Chapter 4: American Imagination
Introduction
Highway 66 owns a central place in forming the social, cultural, and economic
character of American life as “the symbolic river of America moving west in the auto age of
the twentieth century." 1 Besides its role as a long-distance route and the physical remains that
still celebrate its past, the significance of Highway 66 remains linked to ideals of progress,
prosperity, freedom, and the American Dream that captured the American imagination and
the essence of the white American spirit. Road trip experiences of Americans celebrated the
“open road” for decades. 2 Their journeys often became classic and popular narratives in the
form of literary works, songs, and visual representations. American travels along Highway
66 and the road itself also inspired well-known fictional stories in popular media, such as
film, postcards, and travel guides, reinforcing national attention on the route.
I argue that road trip experiences both in road narratives and scholarly studies have
special value because of their connections with imagination. With this term, I consider how
people perceive real places (the factual world) and create imaginary constructions (the
fictional world) to make reality conform to their own expectations. By bringing imagination
to center stage, I assert that it is an appropriate theoretical concept to provide a new way of
thinking about American heritage, and Highway 66 more specifically. My study provides a
review of the concept of imagination to consider its role in politics, economy, and geography
drawing upon the theory of geographical imagination in Marxist geography, as I explain
later in the chapter.
Imagination is a cultural construction and a mindset that enables people to widen their
intimate modes of interpretation of reality and spatiality in their everyday lives. My interest
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centers on the relationship between the American imagination and Highway 66. Looking at
travel and other kinds of interaction with the Highway 66 spatialities, I contend that
imagination has influenced motivations, expectations, and attitudes of Americans who
traveled along the highway, generating contradictory road experience and narratives. My
primary interest is to reveal how and under which historical and economic conditions, sociopolitical factors, and ideologies have played an important part in affecting the American
imagination in the past and in the present.
In light of all of this, this work demonstrates that imagination is not an innocent
vision of reality and that “Route 66” is more than a mere collective fantasy. Road scholarship
and critical studies have framed Highway 66 through the lens of popular culture, which has
transformed authentic places of the road into iconic and nostalgic simulacra. Especially after
the official decommissioning of Highway 66 in 1985, the corridor became a touristic
“imaginative possibility,” as Nodelman notes. 3 My study assumes that the imagination of the
highway has a political and economic character and is strongly intertwined with socio-spatial
dynamics. Specifically, I stress that the connection between imagination and spatiality
deserves particular attention to uncover the role of capitalist strategies and the power of
dominant institutions in affecting human experiences and forms of socialization.
All these themes contributed to Highway 66 heritage formation and are still relevant
also because they reflect the historical, economic, and socio-political events of the United
States. As such, road narratives and popular culture products remain important socio-cultural
constructions to capture the link between the American imagination and Highway 66 within
the evolving social and political climate of the nation.
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In the first part of the chapter, I examine some road trip experiences along Highway
66, and popular culture products that particularly represent the connection between the route,
the American imagination, and historical events occurring in the United States. I focus on
road travels and stories that have particularly defined Highway 66 as a multilayered and
controversial account to show the role of Highway 66 and imagination from different
perspectives. People traveled along the highway for leisure, personal discoveries, and
adventure often following their imaginary visions of a nostalgic past as well as to escape
fates dictated by poverty during hardship. Travelers’ experiences also intertwined with a
“dark” side of Highway 66. 4 My analysis reveals how ideals of whiteness became a means
through which dominant forces created class differences, ethnic exploitations, and racial
exclusions; themes that emerge in few scholarly works. Lastly, I consider narratives of road
travelers searching for alternative ways of living to challenge the political climate and
prosperity of postwar America. I contend that all these themes are an essential prerequisite in
understanding how contradictory lifestyles and beliefs, ideologies, and stereotypes used
imagination to form the Highway 66 heritage.
Road experiences and stories of the past will provide a valid background to explore,
in the second part of the chapter, how imagination affects the current uses of roadside
buildings and signage. These roadside facilities along Central Avenue are the lens through
which I examine the relationship between spatiality and imagination and determine the
current legacy of Highway 66. My analysis centers on three components: the aesthetics of
roadside buildings that employ regional styles; the size, forms, and symbolic meanings of
outdoor signs; and processes of urban rehabilitation.
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My examination of the buildings reveals how they maintain a rhetorical idea of the
Southwest and an idealized past that transform roadside facilities into appealing commercial
markers. Aesthetics emerges again as a relevant means to not only uncover processes of
commodification and commercialization of roadside spatial forms but also to call into
question the role of Highway 66 heritage in cultural and economic practices. The analysis of
outdoor signs considers their tangible and symbolic features to understand the formal and
technological evolution of the route as well as which symbolic themes of the past they
convey, and how they capture the contemporary travelers’ imaginations.
To explain the role of aesthetics in the phenomenon of capitalization of the corridor, I
adopt Marxist theories of modernity and postmodernity. Aesthetics emerges as a powerful
strategy with which to manipulate buildings, signs, and symbols of the corridor and
transform them into marketable commodities. Jean Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson, and David
Harvey, in particular, have examined the processes of abstraction and commodification in the
emergent social order of late capitalism. Focusing on the devaluation of traditional values
through processes of aestheticization to create “imaginary appetites,” commodities show how
capitalism transforms spaces, places, and symbols into timeless objects. 5
Lastly, I center my analysis on two forms of spatial rehabilitation occurring along the
contemporary road – adaptive reuse and traditional reuse. Looking at these current forms of
reuse of Highway 66 spatiality, I reveal how imagination remains an essential component of
institutional and normative spheres, affecting both places and subjectivities of the present,
though my analysis will disclose other social, political, and economic aspects. In this section
I focus, therefore, on the use of roadside places as a relevant component of contemporary
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Highway 66 heritage that show how the American imagination relates to capitalist processes
of production and consumption.
In this chapter, my analysis of imagination, roadside places, and how people interact
with them also demonstrates how this relationship is “literally filled with ideologies.” 6
According to critical interpretations of American Studies scholarship within a Marxist
paradigm, ideology is an important issue because it is at the core of political debates about
national identity and imperialism. Nationalistic ideologies are persistent arguments of these
studies and help to reveal how white supremacy, the idea of progress and development, and
capitalist economies have perpetuated social differences and competitive markets in the
United States. For the purpose of my study, Marxist theory and American Studies’ critical
paradigms offer powerful insights into institutional and normative spheres that use
imagination to affect spatiality and subjectivities through ideologies and commodity
fetishisms generating “false consciousness.” 7 My investigation of a variety of human
experiences, from road travels in the past to contemporary uses, and reuses, of roadside
facilities along Central Avenue will demonstrate how real and imagined spatialities relate to
capitalist investments; they can reinforce dominant patterns of power, class, ideology, and
marginalization; they obscure American history and the evidence of ethnic exploitations and
racial discriminations; but they can also originate forms of resistance as a new “spatial
consciousness.” 8
Road Travels and Imaginary Along the Route
Human experiences of daily life entail personal biographies rooted in real practices
and social circumstances within a specific historical era. Private ways of living and traveling,
nonetheless, enact forms of interactions with the spatial world that connect individuals to
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larger social situations and histories, and transcend personal issues lived at the subjective
level. Using the theoretical approach of geographical imagination, my study examines
memories and travelers’ experiences to reveal how people interacted with places,
experienced them, and imagined them.
The notion of geographical imagination stems from the influential works of Marxist
geographers. 9 David Harvey, Gregory Derek, and Edward W. Soja, in particular, have
considered the importance of space as a term conveying a variety of meanings among which
are spatial portrayals, such as maps and other figurative representations of places. By
connecting geography and urban studies with critical social theory, these geographers have
incorporated “imaginative geographies” in their dialectical analyses of historical materialism
and Marxist political economy. In this way, they open a window on theoretical speculations
that overcome a one-sided view of spatiality formed solely on economic forces and introduce
a vision of space as a context transformed by human practices and imaginative
constructions. 10 I adapt these theoretical approaches of geographical imagination as means by
which to discover in which ways dominant and hegemonic forces use imagination as a tool to
perpetuate public beliefs and prejudices that also mask stories of oppression and segregation.
In this section I explore road travels that will disclose how and under which
conditions road narratives developed and cemented Highway 66 in the American
imagination. More importantly, the concept of imagination will help reveal which dominant
forces and ideologies generated social, racial, and political conflicts occurring along
Highway 66. All these themes allow an understanding of how imagination influenced travel
experiences and American ways of life and how it became an essential component in the
construction of Highway 66 heritage.
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After the arrival of the Model T, driving along Highway 66 encouraged tourism and
new forms of recreation for the middle and upper classes. Beginning in the decade 19101920, families lodged along “America’s Main Street” in the first unconventional form of
accommodation along the route called autocamps, which represented a valid alternative to
expensive and formal hotels for long distance travels. 11 Moreover, autocamping enhanced a
sense of personal freedom, adventure, romance, and family solidarity. 12 The new attitude to
camping and aimless wandering encouraged motorists to experience a free existence, as
reported in poetry included in Touring Topics magazine of July 1929. 13
The profound desire to have an alternative form of vacationing across the country
attracted all types of vacationers and autocamps became the stopping places for different
kinds and social classes of “wanderers” – tourists, emigrants, famers, migrant workers, and
travelers – transforming autocamps into melting pots. When working-class vacationers
started to stop in autocamps to avoid expensive hotels and became semi-permanent migrants,
social tensions around racial issues, class differences, and economic injustices became
evident. A discriminatory process defined these travelers as "undesirable elements,” a new
kind of so-called “gypsy.” 14 To insure safer services in the hope of attracting a "better class"
of tourists, private operators of free municipal campgrounds added gas stations, garages,
lunchrooms, laundries, and large playgrounds, charging entrance fees. 15 When lodging
structures and building arrangements became standardized, pay camps evolved into a new
business, attracting groups of investors who began a definite form of commercial roadside
activity – the motel. 16
Warren James Belasco notes that much of the experience of free mobility and
unconventional vacations actually seemed to embrace the tribal values of the people he
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termed “gypsies.” 17 The arrival of the automobile, therefore, represented more than a form of
entertainment. It was a promise of freedom and independence and a way of escaping the
“modern” life introduced by the railroad and industrialization along Highway 66. American
nostalgic tourists drove along Highway 66, persuaded to live the road as a historic trail. Their
travels resonated as a return to primitive conditions of the first Anglo pioneers in the
imagined free spaces of the West. 18
Road travels of the 1930s radically differed from the earliest automobile trips and
from the fascination with the novelty of the automobile, which characterized another
tradition of American wanderers. During the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl years that
affected the U.S. financial economy and farming practices from 1935 to 1940, Highway 66
became “the main migrant road.” 19 Among relevant narratives that portrayed the westering
exodus, Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath contributed to the vision of the road as a
symbol of a “collective automotive experience” and national unity in the American
consciousness. 20 Using evocative expressions, such as “the white road,” “the long concrete
path,” “the path of a people in flight,” “the mother road,” and “the great western road,” the
novelist connected Highway 66 to the dream of a promised land, echoing rhetorical ideals of
westering and American exceptionalism. 21
Other myths emerged in John Ford’s movie of the same name and released in the
same year as Steinbeck’s novel. Because some scenes of the movie Grapes of Wrath were
filmed in Monument Valley, as in Ford’s previous film Stagecoach, the “Mother road”
remained closely associated with the idea of the frontier and the American West as an
unknown and imaginary land far from civilization which allowed travelers to experience
“pioneering” adventures. The Western genre fit particularly well with the American myth of
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the West, capturing the imagination of Americans with evocative images of settlers, solitary
heroes, outlaws, and cowboys. The movie industry transformed their lifestyle into marketable
commodities through images of epic stories of a vanished American “western era,”
communicating ideals of individualism, masculinity, and frontier integrity. The myth of the
frontier and the West especially was concerned with Native peoples, mostly depicted as
hostile opponents of the westering colonies, representing the symbols of the inevitable
American march of progress. 22 Iconography reinforced racist stereotypes of Native
Americans and Hispanics, portrayed as tragic figures facing the extinction of their way of
life. John Ford, for example, directed some movies that intentionally reinforced the savagerycivilization dualism through misappropriating and stereotypical representations of Native
Americans and Hispanics that celebrated the sense of a continuum of “primitivism.” 23 Some
examples are the aforementioned Stagecoach (1939), Fort Apache (1848), Rio Grande
(1950), and The Searchers (1956), How the West Was Won (1962), and Cheyenne Autumn
(1964). As David Harvey posits, “cinema is, after all, the supreme maker and manipulator of
images for commercial purposes.” 24
North American photographers also fueled in the public imagination a romantic
vision of the western regions as timeless “terrae incognitae.” This notion was developed in
the writings of John K. Wright, in which he addresses the active role of geography and
aesthetics in promoting a public consumption subjected to emotions, prejudices, fear and
“illusory or deceptive conceptions conforming to what one would like rather than necessarily
to the truth. 25 In particular, portrayals of landscape celebrated as “unknown territories” and
as an aesthetic and transcendent subject matter became part of the national parks’ propaganda
and Hollywood’s western genre. 26
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In the 1960s, the popularity of mythology of the West began to be utilized for
different ends. Instead of idealized exemplifications of American cowboys as clichés of
masculinity, cultural hegemony, and American exceptionalism, some movies provided
conflicting interpretations of the West. They focused on complex issues of individual and
national identity formation, and the impacts of technological advance and urban
development, as in the example of the movie Lonely Are the Brave. 27 With these movies, also
the approach of indigeneity started to change. Popular culture production proposed more
accurate historic narratives that acknowledged Native Americans in the role of forging
American history and culture, that captured authentic Native patterns and avoided placing
“Indians” outside history, frozen in a timeless and idealized past and that started to
realistically reflect their conquest and the western past. These thematic innovations reversed
the conventional narratives and depicted Indian life as civilized while the white hero was
portrayed as marauding or, searching or, gaining the respect of the tribe, such as Soldier Blue
(1970), A Man Called Horse (1970), Little Big Man (1971), Dances With Wolves (1991), and
Thunderheart (1992). 28 More recent documentaries explore the modern lives of Native
Americans, such as Reel Injun (2010), Edge of America (2003), Skins (2002), the Return of
Navajo Boy (2000), and Smoke Signals (1998).
We turn again to road travels of the 1930s. During the Depression, other kinds of
narratives portrayed people’s tragedies and Highway 66 in more realistic documents. Some
examples include Woody Guthrie’s ballads, such as Dust Bowl Refugee, I Aint Got No Home,
and Will Rogers Highway, among several others written during the Depression era. In his
songs, the folk singer interpreted issues of immigration, poverty, and capitalist greed,
reinforcing the growing connection of folk music to left-wing politics. 29 Dorothea Lange’s
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photos also chronicled the road experience and camps, however she provided a perspective of
the living conditions along the road from the viewpoint of families and women. Her images
help to associate Highway 66 with human misery of the rural farmworkers of the Western
states and California in the American imagination. Especially in her portraits, the
documentary photographer immortalizes moments of adversity, of quiet, and of desolate
thought in a desert of hopelessness, or clustered in overnight roadside camps. 30
With the return to civilian life after World War II, Highway 66 and the road trip
experience followed the ideals of the “American Dream” to seek out the Promised Land. As
a relevant part of the “glorious cornucopia of consumer goods,” 31 Highway 66 provided the
ultimate road trip experience in the postwar period. Among an increasing standardization
deriving from consumerism, Highway 66 remained at the core of the American imagination a
romanticized road of “dreams” and possibilities. Travel guides from those years, reflected the
interest in topographic features as tourist attractions. Jack D. Rittenhouse wrote one of the
first complete postwar guidebooks covering the entire corridor titled A Guidebook to
Highway 66 (1946). The practical guide provided detailed maps of the route, listing the
mileage between cities, hazardous sections of the road, accommodations, and other facilities.
Rittenhouse also recommended travelers about tourist attractions along the road to discover
the “famous old road” as an institution, as a cultural icon and as a commercial corridor. 32
A new generation of “wanderers,” however, explored the road as an alternative way
of life, a way to detach from an increasing standardized consumerism and conformity to
American life as well as the political climate of tension developed during the Cold War. This
culture of dissent of the 1950s and 1960s combined social protests with personal
existentialist discoveries to disregard social and political boundaries: this entwined with the
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motto, “The road is life.” 33 In narratives and trip experiences that convey the power of the
westering road, Highway 66 represents a liminal space, as a new frontier, along which the
new “wanderers” sought out a new transitional dimension of life, suspended between the past
and the future with the desire to find a real America. 34 Jack Kerouac’s novel On The Road
(1957) and the movie Easy Rider (1969) featured the most iconic road experiences of
political dissent and rebellion and deeply influenced the American imagination. 35 As the new
cowboys, the main characters travel the highway, searching with a frontier spirit a way to
escape the harsh and alienated reality of the American society and the modern civilization.
Their travels contributed greatly to associate the “open road” with a renegotiation of the
dominant values that characterized the counter-culture experience of the 1960s. Although
Jack Kerouac did not travel along Highway 66, his novel has become synonymous with the
route in the highway imagery as a symbol of a personal renaissance, what Brian Ireland calls
“transformation of identity or rebirth.” 36
These alternative ways of thinking of self and social consciousness also became
relevant themes in Chicano literature. Among controversial Mexican American
autobiographers of this period who narrated a personal discovery “on the road” as an
imaginary line, Oscar Zeta Acosta remains a key figure. His writing Autobiography of a
Brown Buffalo offers a stimulating life-narrative from his childhood in Texas through the
present. Traveling along Highway 66 as a way to escape, the author reinforces the stereotype
of masculinity and the myth of mobility, revealing a complex subjectivity tied directly to a
common disorientation in the world. The highway emerges as both a real and imaginary
corridor, a dichotomy that Acosta well characterizes using continuous self-transformations.
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In the controversial socio-political context that characterized the Cold War, the
famous TV series route 66, previously mentioned, emerged in large part as an idealized
journey in a Corvette convertible along Highway 66 toward the West. The car and the road
travel “cemented the connection of Route 66 to the idea of driving down the highway,” as
Arthur Krim states. 37 Actually, the route 66 series revealed an ideological intersection of a
variety of stories and social issues, such as racism, Native American concerns, sexism, and
drug abuse. These themes rarely emerged in television programs of the 1960s. According to
scholars Katie Mills and Arthur Krim, the famous television series captured the public
opinion of the national mediascape for its perspicacious ideological reunion of opposite
values of that time – the existential beliefs of the Beat generation and the political optimism
toward a “new frontier” enlightened by Kennedy’s presidency. 38 The ideology of the new
frontier was central to John F. Kennedy’s 1960 acceptance speech and remains one of the
best-known examples of an appropriation of the American West in political rhetoric. He
described the frontier as “the unknown opportunities and perils [and] unfilled hopes,” asking
Americans “to be pioneers towards that new frontier” including a challenging promise of
progress and spatial projects fueled by a Cold War logic.
Indeed, the message of a “new frontier” as a symbol of freedom, progress, and
possibility did not go out to all Americans. The identification of Highway 66 with the ideal
of a benevolent “Mother Road” masked the ideology of “Manifest Destiny” and its racist
echoes of segregation and violence. 39 Among narratives occurring along Highway 66, an
article issued by the Chicago Tribune in 1925 warned that black people had to avoid
recreational sites. 40 The African-American experience along the corridor during the Jim
Crow Era, in fact, was profoundly different from that of white tourists The advent of motor
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vehicles was a particularly important fact for the black community that saw in automobile
ownership a desirable alternative to public transportation under Jim Crow restrictions and the
possibility of escaping prevailing rules. However, facilities along Highway 66 tended to
exclude blacks according to segregation laws. As Michael Wallis notes, “Would they find a
place to stay for the night, or a place to get a hot meal, or gasoline, or a restroom, or just a
drink of water? That would have been very difficult on Route 66 as elsewhere.” 41 AfricanAmerican travelers experienced violent forms of racism. Mark Twain underlines in his
famous travel book The Innocents Abroad, saying “travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry and
narrow-mindedness, and many of our people need it sorely on these accounts.” 42
Despite dangers and prejudices, nonetheless, black people traveled. Victor H. Green,
a postal worker and activist living in Harlem, New York, published a unique guide for black
travelers – The Negro Motorist Green Book – every year from 1936 until 1964. 43 To insure
accuracy, he travelled across state-by-state to personally check on the conditions of motels,
restaurants, gas stations, and other businesses that he listed in his guide. This innovative
publication was a vital resource of refuge, especially in the desolate and large expanses of the
American West. The travel guide provided comprehensive listings of hotels, tourist homes,
restaurants, gas stations, beauty shops, and various other services to black drivers. 44 The
Green Book not only offered safety and convenience, it was a powerful tool for African
Americans to persevere and literally move forward from racism.
According to folklorist Candice Taylor, Highway 66 was part of a country where
white supremacy and systemic racism persisted and also where nostalgia of an idealized past
helped obscure the real story of the road. 45 She brought attention to the businesses along
historic Highway 66 that once provided for black travelers. Her work also reveals how
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popular culture totally ignored the Green Book and the African American along the route
while affecting the American imagination with aesthetic, emotional, and stereotypical
representations of the West as marketable narratives. I contend that these popular products
create more than spectacular impressions for capitalist purposes. From a geographical
imagination perspective, the absence of this history is a political-economic action that
demands a critical theoretical approach to recognize these dynamics. J.N. Nodelman notes
that Highway 66 “obscures the relationships between America’s historical past and its
present.” 46 Scholarly works such as historian Frank Norris’s research about “racial
geography” along Highway 66, the Green Book Project and collections of oral stories such as
the public radio documentary series Across the Tracks offer examples of exploring “behind
and below Route 66’s layers of kitsch to find an authentic avenue in American history.” 47
The contradictory fascination with the road and its influence in the American
imagination arose in a more evident way when Highway 66 was being decommissioned. A
number of media texts and advertising reinvented the road and its historic places as nostalgic
remains of the past to promote the route as a popular commercial product. Especially,
roadside facilities became mere idealized and merchandized attractions for tourists, which
construed an imaginary icon called “Route 66” to promote an economic American Dream.
After the official authorization of the Interstate Highway System in 1956, the new highways
not only paralleled Highway 66 but also incorporated several sections of the original
corridor. The demise of the road coincided with the economic advent of franchising and a
progressive loss of Mom-and-Pop entrepreneurship and the sense of place that these
businesses conveyed. If popular culture had transformed Highway 66 into a synecdoche for
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America in the postwar period, the tourist industry that arose after the road decommissioning,
affected the visitors’ imagination on the basis of memory and “sense of place.”
While the roadside environment along the highways became even more dominated by
“sameness,” heritage tourism started to focus on the historic corridor as a “residue of an old
America, changed and gone forever.” 48 Postmodern critiques and analyses of the tourism
industry show how ideologies and capitalism generated myths at a personal and a collective
level, by juxtaposing particular constructions of the past with those of the present that
transformed even more roadside resources into “illusionary things that seem more real than
the original.” 49 Since then the search for an “American experience” has encouraged an
increasing number of mediated road trips. Several scholarly works have examined the
phenomenon of heritage tourism and revealed nostalgia for the past as the basis of
commodification of old-fashioned American places that the tourist industry has transformed
into idealized and romanticized capitalist enterprises. 50 According to their studies of
consumer culture and heritage tourism, the “real” road emerges as an incarnation of “Route
66,” a symbol of old times, the “American Dream,” and American myths, such as the frontier
and the West, confirming J.N. Nodelman’s claim that “66’s story is only remembered in
order to forget again.” 51
The Frontier as the Ideological Frame of Highway 66
Road trip experiences and narratives, real and fictional, show how popular
constructions of travels along Highway 66 have created imaginative representations;
something similar to Jean Baudrillard’s vision of the West that blurs the real and the
imagined as in his definition, “I was here in my imagination long before I actually came
here.” 52 From the examination of the examples of road stories and imaginations, a central
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thread emerges – the frontier. I refer to this concept as an example of what Mikhail Bakhtin
calls chronotope. 53 This notion applies to reveal how historical, cultural, political, and
economic values of the United States influence Highway 66 and the American way of life
affecting the imagination of Americans. The history of the United States evolved around the
frontier. Its connections with Highway 66 have revealed the desire for a westering experience
by driving along the road, a romanticized and idealized vision of the Wild West where
pioneers lived, and a nostalgic yearning for an America of past times to find real values. An
analysis of other kinds of narratives, such as voices of dissent, resistance, and protest have
shown how the frontier played a significant role in alternative ways of living to challenge
dominant ideologies and racial stereotypes. Beat cowboys of the postwar period continued a
historic tradition of the pioneer spirit along an ideological frontier, revealing how it “still
keeps us from seeing where we are and how we got there.” 54
I argue that all these themes have contributed to the formation of the Highway 66
heritage. They merge with capitalized representations of “Route 66” especially since its
decommissioning in 1985, and more so in recent years. Considering the relevance of the
concept of the frontier in creating the Highway 66 heritage and how it continues to permeate
the road and the American way of life and imagination of the present, I focus in the following
section on the historical origins of this concept, on the theoretical approaches that have
explored it, and on specific figures that have become part of the frontier myth.
In 1893, historian Frederick Jackson Turner presented a seminal essay entitled “The
Significance of the Frontier in American History,” in which he asserted “the existence of an
area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward,
explained American development.” 55 Although limited in scope, his thesis had a profound
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political influence on the frontier concept that seemed to unify the country. In his
configuration, the boundary line of the advancing nation represented a “meeting point
between savagery and civilization.”56 Turner’s view served to promote westering as an
ideology of Manifest Destiny, reinforcing the idea that the United States had the right to
expand Anglo-American settlements to the West. His paradigm also provided an economic
and social consolidation of the country along an evolutionist line, including three classes of
western settlers – pioneers, emigrants, and men of capital (the capitalists). These three groups
set the stage to create a new concept of nation, promoting an American development based
on invasion, conquest, colonization, and exploitation of cultures and natural resources.
American Studies has largely explored the frontier as an ideological demarcation line,
embodying processes of settler colonialism, land speculation, class antagonism, and ethnic
marginalization. A critique of the frontier culture and Turner’s thesis started in the 1950s,
when scholarship centered its attention on myths and symbols of the West. Henry Nash
Smith and his highly influential book Virgin Land presaged a new era for American
historiography. Although his work is not particularly concerned with theoretical issues, he
brings into sharper focus American imaginative views of the West, incorporating the Western
heroes and heroines and the West in a ideal agrarian life. 57
In the late 1980s, historians of the “New Western History” stimulated a showcase of
challenging perspectives about the American frontier and the American West that in the
following decades became a center of scholarship and controversy. I refer, in particular, to
new western historians such as William Cronon, Neil Campbell, Sarah Deutsch, Patricia
Nelson Limerick, and Howard R. Lamar, among many others who have shed new light on the
romantic glorifications of the West. More than that, their interdisciplinary works recast the
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study of American frontier history targeting exploitation and capitalism as perpetrators of
issues of race, class, gender, and environmental abuse. In their new interpretations of the
West, they make the point that the historiography of the West has to reject the idea that the
frontier disappeared after 1890, insisting on the continuity of western history across centuries
into the present. They address themes of primitivism and progress to look closely at the role
of empires in the American West to uncover a continuity of orthodox notions that had
dominated the history of the American West in contemporary American life. 58 My study, in
accordance with their works, the British Cultural Studies scholarship, and a Marxist revision
of American culture considers the frontier as an enduring hegemonic and ideological symbol
that “in the American mind…continues to stay ‘open,’” affecting Highway 66 heritage under
late capitalism and the imaginary West. 59
The Power of The Vernacular Aesthetics
The ability to enhance geographical imaginations is present not only in works of art,
poetry, novels, and media. It particularly emerges in the use of places through many
disciplines, such as architecture, design, and city planning. I argue that aesthetics adopted by
architectural forms and styles are capitalist strategies to manipulate consumers’ experiences
through their imagination as with other visual forms. As David Harvey explains, “the
tradition is now often preserved by being commodified and marketed as such.” 60
In this section, I examine roadside facilities along Central Avenue focusing on a type
of architecture that incorporates regional histories and vernacular styles in their urban design
– regional Southwestern styles. 61 These kinds of architectural style provide a sense of place
and a feeling of connection between past and present. Actually, these aesthetic features
perpetuate the myth of the frontier and a rhetorical harmony among Native Americans,
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Hispanics, and Anglo-Americans, as the seminal work of Chris Wilson The Myth of Santa Fe
reveals. Designers developed an imagery that used simple building types and forms openly
drawn from Native American and Hispanic cultures. This exploitation of traditional motifs
had already started when the railroad entered the Southwest in the late nineteenth century.
With the advent of the automobile and subsequent mass tourism, the adoption of these
vernacular patterns increased and deeply impacted both the roadside marketplace and
tourists’ expectation. Their features suggested a historical “integrity” of the Southwest
heritage, transforming traditional architectural styles into popular forms and into a major
economic resource. 62
Looking at the current roadside, Southwestern Revival styles characterize only two
categories of business – motels and curio shops – for a total of 33 buildings built in the
period of the Highway 66 era. The revival styles include Spanish Pueblo Revival style,
Southwest Vernacular, Spanish Pueblo Colonial, and Spanish Pueblo Revival. As first, the
Spanish Pueblo Revival Style (9 buildings) played a particular role to give buildings a
traditional accent. 63 Drawing its inspiration from three cultures belonging to Native
Americans, Hispanics, and Anglo-Americans, a group of artists and architects who sought to
establish a unique regional identity adopted stylistic traits and local materials to emphasize
simplicity of expression and exotic “Indian” motifs.
Although the number of these roadside commercial places increased dramatically,
only a few examples od southwestern features survive along the current strip as evidence of
this vernacular building tradition. 64 As a great example, La Puerta Lodge preserves a
continuous and large portal supported by wooden post and small corbels framing the motel’s
units (See Interchapter, Fig. 1, Page 1). As Quinta Scott notes, the historic structure is very
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similar to the Palace of the Governors in Santa Fe and has inspired other motel construction
projects in this area. 65 Other stylistic elements that reinforce a visual association with the
Spanish Colonial heritage in the American Southwest are the bell tower, a typical picturesque
element included in former Bell Trading Post (1947, on southeast Central) and Enchanted
Mesa Trading Post (1948, on southeast Central), and the buttress, as in the case of La
Hacienda Motel (1953, on southwest Central) and Enchanted Trails RV Park & Trading Post
(1948, on southwest Central), (See Interchapter, Fig. 2 and 3, Page 1). 66
More than other commercial places, these curio shops illustrate the role of
architecture used to draw tourists. The visual appearance of these buildings is a factor that
complements their tangible structures in such a way as to identify them in terms of their
form, original function, and current use. The characterization of the curio shop is deeply
connected to the development of tourism and urban growth in the city during the height of
Highway 66. With the advent of Interstate-40, most of the curio shops moved to the Old
Town area, as David Kammer observes. 67 Besides two recent curio shops, Rio Grande
Trading Post (1970, on southwest Central) and Golden Eagle Trading Post (a case of
adaptive reuse from a former Nob Hill Conoco Service Station, 1939, on northeast Central),
Maisel’s Indian Trading Post (1939, in Downtown) remains one of the most original curio
shops along Central Avenue. Located in a historic commercial block in the downtown area, it
shows a distinctive appearance. 68 The owner hired Native American artists from Santa Fe to
paint the murals that still adorn the façade and the foyer of the store (See Interchapter, Fig. 4,
Page 1). 69 As in the original place in the late 1930s, the curio shop includes one story as a
shop and a basement. Designed as a workshop, this place shows Native American
silversmiths working to demonstrate the authenticity of their handwork and the store to
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tourists (See Interchapter, Fig. 5, Page 1). 70 The last relevant example of curio shops is
Enchanted Mesa Trading Post (1948, on southeast Central), showing typical Pueblo
architectural features that flank and enhance the entrance door with decorative elements. The
building remains a powerful example of how spatiality and symbolism combine to attract
motorists and travelers.
Similar to the Spanish Pueblo Revival Style but using more modest patterns, the
Southwest Vernacular style (22) started in the mid-1920s. 71 Most of the motels and curio
shops that adopted this style belong to the post-war period and constitute significant evidence
of a period of resurgence of Highway 66 and tourism. Showing special decorative and
functional features, the Southwest Vernacular style distinguishes roadside buildings by
including small patios as entrance-porches and hoods over doors and windows as sun
protection (See Interchapter, Fig. 6, Page 1). In some cases these functional and decorative
features combine and recall the original designs of historic motels. 72 In other cases, the
original designs blend more ornamental styles, as in the case of Nob Hill Court (1937, on
southeast Central), displaying different architectural motifs that were popular in Albuquerque
in the late 1930s. 73
All these southwestern styles show the use of real spatialities to enhance a process of
yearning to explore an imaginary West and to make contact with otherness. Undoubtedly,
many western movies and representations of the heyday of Highway 66 shaped how tourists
see these roadside places today. These types of architecture, nonetheless, are not only iconic
forms, promoting consumption of the Southwest as a popular commercial product; they are
an “aestheticization of politics,” as David Harvey suggests, and reenact imperialist and
colonizing narratives through aesthetic features. 74 Motels and curio shops along the
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contemporary Central Avenue confirm the definition of “imperialist nostalgia” elaborated by
American cultural anthropologist Renato Rosaldo. 75 With this insightful expression, he refers
to the paradox of feeling the desire of nostalgia and reverence for the “savage” cultures and
natural landscapes after white civilization and progress assimilated or, worse, destroyed
them. More than that, his critical approach to nostalgia offers a significant insight when he
states, “in this ideologically constructed world of ongoing progressive change, putative static
savage societies became a stable reference point for defining (the felicitous progress of)
civilized identity.” 76 Critical geography and Marxist theory represent powerful tools to
deconstruct these forms of geographical imagination and shed light on a sense of belonging,
structures of feeling, ways of life, memories and history, and “imagined communities” that
obscure the dynamics of power and capitalist exploitations of otherness.
Outdoor Advertising Along Central Avenue
Commercial signs (I refer to the table in Appendix B to provide the details of all signs
under consideration) are essential components of the American culture of mobility and
developed as iconic objects with the purpose of making roadside businesses familiar to the
high-speed motorists as well as to pedestrians, transforming the American roadside of
highways into “buyways,” in Catherine Gudis’ definition. 77 By combining both components
– tangible and representational – these vernacular objects are more than iconic articles. Signs
are roadside components that not only describe goods and services but also integrate
consumers’ desires into fictional worlds, transforming both individuals and needs into
products of a capitalist society. Although images and symbols seem only to enhance a sense
of belonging to places and to be ways to discover new lifestyles or to relive a fascinating
past, they actually represent functional elements of a “strategy of desire.” With this
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expression Jean Baudrillard refers to the dominant forces that create “unconscious instincts”
in consumers as a mechanism of power for the production and reproduction of
commodities. 78 Along similar lines, Belasco notes, “highway entrepreneurs paid close
attention to tourist fantasies and needs” and how their behaviors and expectations changed
over the years. 79 It follows that local histories and authentic cultural traditions often became
mere commercial images that roadside businesses and signs incorporated in their iconic
motifs with the purpose of inventing a motorist’s experience.
An exploration of the complex arrangement of spatiality and symbolism of these
objects along Central Avenue offers an exceptional opportunity to investigate the
contemporary use of the Highway 66 heritage and how it affects the American imagination.
In the following analysis of signs, I center on roadside landmarks that capture the attention of
motorists by stimulating their imagination through innovative compositions, ornamental
features, evocative names and drawings, and lighting. These signs specifically refer to the
current conceptualization of historic imagery, regional motifs, ethnic themes, and places and
lifestyles of the past.
A first look at the features of signs reveals that their visual effectiveness derives from
a distinctive setting, shape, size, and composition of elements. They are functional
components that inform about the historical, cultural, technological, and economic contexts
in which they themselves developed as well as about the nature of commercial places. For the
purpose of my analysis, I consider the place where signs are located and their structural
aspects as a sort of visual language that, working in combination with symbolism, call the
attention of out-of-town motorists to stimulate their expectation and influence their behavior.
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Highway 66 is popularly associated with spectacular signs with original compositions
of single and multiple panels of various forms and bright colors (See Interchapter, Fig. 7 and
8, Page 2). These signs emerged after World War II, when the advent of brand industries, a
higher level of consumerism, and the growth in automobility fueled the development of a
new advertising industry. An intense commercial competition demanded a distinctive
appearance that conveyed originality and exclusivity. These distinctive abstract
configurations incorporated different kinds of symbols to create dramatic visual effects –
stars, wrapping arrows, asymmetric panels. 80 Notably, these stylistic trends no longer fit with
the former shapes and sizes of the pre-war period, during which signs were simpler and
functional for a low speed drivers.
Looking closer at the ornamental features of these unconventional visual
compositions, their specific design conceptualize enduring symbols and still distinguish these
signs. An example of this kind of elements is the star, usually located on the top of signs.
According to Lisa Mahar, this symbol represented the quality of a business’s services until
the 1940s. During the years of the space program, this figurative element was altered to
convey new meanings related to the space technologies. The appearance of the signs also
suggested the idea that these roadside facilities served “futuristic” conveniences (Premiere
Motel). 81 Today, the star is a mere decorative element on the top. Another symbolic form that
was placed on the top of the panels to distinguish roadside places represented a small lantern
(former Town House restaurant). (See Interchapter, Fig. 9, Page 2). This abstract symbol had
a contradictory meaning. As Mahar obverses, it related to the colonial imagery. It was in use
between 1930 and 1940 to classify stagecoaches, while in the 1950s, during the period of the
civil rights movement, it symbolized wealth and privilege to attract especially white middle-
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class customers. 82 The arrow was one of the most visible and decorative additions to signs. It
initially appeared as a wrapping form that bordered the primary elements of the signs with
the function of better attracting the attention of motorists. Over time, it assumed a more
abstract and modern look, varying its width to have greater visual impact. 83
With the spread of plastic post World War II, landmarks became more standardized
and included modular and geometric components. Benefits of plastic included its light weight
and durability compared to the neon signs. From a singular structure, signs became a
composition of multiple elements that created modular structures, altering the iconography of
the roadside, as in the case of Crossroads Motel (See Interchapter, Fig. 10, Page 2). They
attract the eye with their translucent letters and colors such as Premiere Motel, and Bow and
Arrow Lodge. Another commercial strategy of signs was the use of text to announce the
name of the properties and any enhanced amenities of road-related businesses. Words such as
“TV,” “modern,” and “air conditioning” are the items that appeared most frequently to
promote a range of services and to guarantee the quality of businesses. It is noteworthy that
by signaling specific facilities, signs preserve relevant information about socio-economic
trends in use by local communities in a specific time and a particular geographical area.
Names are still an essential component of signs and make evident not only their
connection with a place but also with otherness belonging to that geographical area.
According to anthropologist Keith Basso, place-names connote a “capacity to evoke […] and
consolidate so much of what a landscape may be taken to represent in both personal and
cultural terms.” They “acquire a functional value that easily matches their utility as
instruments of reference.” 84 Names have the ability and strength to capture the human
imagination, bringing to mind places and events of the past and becoming “the sites of
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incommunicable otherness,” as David Harvey notes. 85 Creating expectations and
imaginations, names obscured the significance of the word “motel” that assumed a secondary
role.
One of the most significant connections between names and places remains La Puerta
Lodge, whose Spanish name meant “The Door" (See Interchapter, Fig. 11, Page 2). Located
at the Southeast end of Central Avenue, its historic sign conveyed the idea of entrance into
the city for the travelers who came through Tijeras Canyon and headed west on the strip in
the 1940s. Today, it preserves its original appearance, including prominent support piers that
serve as brackets to frame the sign. The entire design recalls a Spanish-Mexican theme,
complementing the motel’s style with its iconic forms.
Regional symbols related to Native cultures, the West, flora, and history continue to
represent a powerful capitalist strategy in the present as in the past. Along Central Avenue,
the emphasis on stereotypical representations of Native Americans continues to exploit
motorist's preconceptions, influencing not only their behaviors but, more importantly,
producing their imaginative experiences. Symbolic forms of native imagery are incorporated
into façades of curio shops, but also decorate restaurants and automobile repair shops, in the
form of ornamental tiles and wall-mounted signs. Symbolic references promoting Native
American motifs, including illustrations of pottery, symbols of eagles, and stereotypical
images of “Indians” are conveyed by motels’ names, such as “Tewa,” or “Zia” (See
Interchapter, Fig. 12, Page 2). And the Zia sun symbol – the special eye-catching icon and
official symbol of New Mexico – appears in a variety of signs of roadside commercial
buildings.
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Among other regional themes, my research identified Native American symbolism as
one of the most common commercial subjects that the fascinating vision of the Southwest
conveyed and popularized along Central Avenue, and, more generally, along the
southwestern section of Highway 66. Instead of taking the form of standard projecting signs,
as the common structures along the strip, signs displaying Indians becomes significant
images when associated with refiguration of Pueblo Indian traditions, illustrating ceremonial
dances, images of pottery, and tribal figures, as in the case of Maisel’s Indian Trading Post
(See Interchapter, Fig. 13, Page 3). These signs try to establish a connection between built
and intangible forms of symbolism emphasizing popular themes, in the present as in the past.
Signs also associate business names and iconic symbols with aspects of the natural
environment, especially the flora of the Southwest. Examples are the yucca, the state flower
of New Mexico (Desert Sands Motor Hotel), a saguaro as a cactus that symbolically refers to
the arid land of the Southwestern regions, though it is a plant of the Sonoran Desert in
Arizona and not of New Mexico (Westward Ho Motel), and Sandia Peak that refers to the
Albuquerque area (Sandia Peak Motel), (See Interchapter, Fig. 14, Page 3). 86
Moreover, Western figures and references to an idealized Old West are part of a
commercial spectacularization. Signs continue to promote figures of cowboys, with their
traditional symbols of the horse and lasso, evocative names, such “El Don,” “pioneer,” and
“western” to impart an aura of adventure as well as authenticity to places (See Interchapter,
Fig. 15, Page 3). In essence, to evoke clichéd representations of an idealized way of life,
motels use captivating shapes, symbols, and names to associate historic Highway 66 with a
regional identity that actually promotes a stereotypical idea of the Southwest.
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As I mentioned, during Fred Harvey Indian Detours operation, the Fred Harvey/Santa
Fe partnership promoted ethno-tourism as a form of contact with authentic Indianness using
colorful brochures, posters, and postcards. Their picturesque images became vehicles for
evoking Indians, Wild West, cowboys, buffalos, traditional villages, and the “last frontier”
initiated. 87 This innovative marketing technique transformed the southwestern Indian life into
a “living ruin” to create a misrepresentative tourist narrative.
I argue that these signs suggest more than a fictional illustration of the Wild West
They reinvent a dangerous ideal that began at the turn of the twentieth century based on the
nature-civilization dichotomy for commercial purposes which dramatically affected the
Indian cultures ever since. These symbols, therefore, perpetuate an American capitalist
speculation, as representations of the popular culture previously examined.
From a historical perspective, the De Anza Motor Lodge was a unique sign that used
a name from New Mexico Hispanic culture to name the business (See Interchapter, Fig. 16,
Page 3). At the time of this writing, a project of restructuring has removed the sign and
almost totally demolished the old motel. During my survey of 2016, I had access to the site
and recorded most of the interior of the old historic property that represented one of the first
Highway 66 motor lodges after its alignment along Central Avenue. Using a triangular form,
common in the 1940s, the sign portrayed the visage of Juan Bautista de Anza, wearing a
conquistador-couture blouse. He was a former Spanish colonial governor of New Mexico and
a brilliant diplomat who contributed to reconcile native tribes of the region at the end of the
eighteenth century. 88
My analysis of signs brings to light a significant function that can identify the original
nature of commercial places when it has changed its use. The Golden Eagle Trading Co., for
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example, is a curio shop, but the building preserves its original form of a Conoco service
station. Only the sign with its distinctive layout, colorful profiles, a symbolic eagle on the
top, and the name of the business informs motorists about the actual use of the building. In
other cases, a sign indicates the existence of businesses that no longer exist, because they
have been long-demolished. I refer to The Trade Winds Shopping Center on east Central that
has recently replaced Trade Winds Motor Hotel. The 1960s era motel was demolished in
2009, but an imitation of its iconic sign easily visible from the road suggests a symbolical
interaction with the heyday of Highway 66 (See Interchapter, Fig. 17 and 18, Page 3). 89
Lastly, some roadside business signs include the Highway 66 shield and figures of
cars. Although only few in number, the association of these symbols with signs provides
evidence that the automobile culture and the historic corridor are still current themes in forms
of roadside representations. Notably, these symbols are not part of business signs related to
the automobile, such as service stations and auto dealerships. A great example is Hiway
House Motel, part of a roadside chain of hotels associated with the late Del Webb chain from
the 1950s. 90 Its roadside sign still shows an original fanciful composition incorporating a
drawing of two people inside a car and the colonial style that characterize the motel’s
architecture (See Interchapter, Fig. 19, Page 4). 91
Another interesting commercial sign includes the famous shield, changing the word
“route” with “West Central.” It enhances not only the business itself but make evident the
connection of Central Avenue with Highway 66 to out-of-town travelers (Sena Village
Apartments).
To capture the attention of travelers and to convey a commercialized sense of place,
roadside commercial signs increase their visibility using illumination. Lighting gives “life” to
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the color and design of signs, transforming these roadside objects into elaborate visual
components of buildings. Moreover, light is a crucial element in itself whose analysis reveals
historical aspects connected to the current signs. Neon light and, later, motion, became
essential components of the eye-catching signage that provoked an alteration of the American
landscape as well as lifestyles. 92 Neon adds polychromatic effects to the visual composition
of signs as a technique to make roadside facilities more recognizable to motorists and to
provide a unique identity to places. 93 Although only half of the signs are currently
illuminated along Central Avenue, they suggest a renewed interest in neon signage for its
historic role in advertising and for its association with automobile tourism and the Highway
66 era. 94 Several motels along Central Avenue use, instead, the more modern neon tube light
system to excite freestanding signs or to outline architectural profiles and letters of various
sizes and material as in the case of Kelly’s Brew Pub and 66 Diner. To enhance their
commercial message, signs also use animation and sequential illumination, as in the case of
Bow & Arrow Motel’s panel. The vertical sign includes a series of animated arrows,
previously mentioned for its symbolism, which became particularly effective at night.
Although the entire sign is difficult to grasp at a single glance, this moving sign illustrates an
example of a type of material culture that, using dynamic aesthetic forms, adds a new
dimension to the roadside place (See Interchapter, Fig. 20, Page 4). 95
It is important to mention the eye-catching roadside signs created by the Zeon
Corporation, officially called Electrical Products of New Mexico that established in
Albuquerque in 1939. It provided design and installed neon signs for roadside commercial
places in New Mexico from the 1950s to the 1970s. Mark Childs and Ellen Babcock from
UNM collected and examined a number of these signs, explaining that they are significant
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not only for their quality and for economic aspects but also for their narrative in the
American cultural context. As they state, “the individual signs and the ‘great neon
ways’…are part of the craftwork, urban design, and stories of our cities and towns.” 96
Recently, digital signs produced by computers have become common ways to display
electronic commercial messages. This system of advertising does not substantially affect the
signs on Central Avenue. Among the few places, which adopt this new technology along the
entire stretch, is Mannie’s Family Restaurant on southeast Central, which uses electronic
displays to highlight daily specials and local goods. Neon remains a quality often adopted to
invoke nostalgia of the forties and fifties (See Interchapter, Fig. 21, Page 4). 97 Renewed
interest in this colorful medium and in preservation of historic neon signs emerged, in
particular, after Highway 66 decommissioning.
I conclude this section by mentioning some signs that show alteration. By analyzing
vintage postcards and old photographs, I noted some signs that were replaced with new ones,
as in the case of former Capri motel close to downtown. 98 Some historic buildings added new
signs on the façade and on the roof that use symbolic designs referring to their commercial
activities and do not alter the overall aesthetic integrity of their buildings, for example
Loyola’s Family Restaurant and Maisel’s Indian Trading Post. 99
In other cases, new signs reveal changes to the urban pattern. In the late 1960s, the
construction of Interstate 25 and Interstate 40 crossed the city and deeply altered the
geography of Albuquerque reflected in commercial services that spread at the crossing of
Central Avenue and clustered at interchanges. By examining historic postcards of Crossroads
Motel, I noted a new tall sign located at the intersection of Central Avenue and Interstate 25.
Its size, height, labeling, and layout emphasize the role of signs in capturing the attention of
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motorists traveling on the freeway (See Interchapter, Fig. 22, Page 4). 100 As William Dodge
notes, several factors determine aesthetics, form, and location of signs, for example, the city
zoning codes. Crossroads Motel’s sign shows a remarkable height that complies with the
regulations for commercial zones and signals that City Zoning Code issued in April 2016. 101
My visual research, revealed some current buildings whose signs were not in current
use (38 signs in 96 are dark). As Kammer notes, signs contributed to preserve the historical
value and identity of the roadside landscape even if they ceased to function. 102 Notably, most
of the “silent” signs are associated with existing motels and gas stations: this could be
explained by the decline of automobile tourism along Central Avenue when traffic diverted
to Intestate 40, but it could also refer to a change in new social tendencies and changes of
attitudes, as the following cultural analysis of segments will uncover.
Besides their functional purposes, roadside signs reveal their polysemic nature,
thereby breaking with the notion of the “transparent” image. 103 As my analysis of their
iconic forms and meanings shows, signs are means of the circulation of capital and forms of
commercialization of American history. Integrated within aesthetics of speed, signs on one
side communicate to motorists imagined promises, which manipulate their needs,
transforming travelers into a different social identities – consumers. Additionally, these
roadside landmarks evoke popular myths of the past, such as idealized lifestyles, and New
Mexico’s rhetoric of tricultural harmony among Native Americans, Hispanics, and AngloAmericans, while obscuring expansionist ideologies and exploitation processes.
Current Uses of Spatiality Under Rehabilitation
The dynamic and dialectical relationships that link spatiality and symbolism along
Highway 66 show how political and economic powers use imagination to mask ideologies
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and capitalist investments into material conditions. Using a Marxist critique of capitalism and
social theory, I consider further uses of spatiality from a socio-economic perspective. As
already noted, urban places are built forms and sites of both production and consumption that
incorporate a “fixed capital,” in David Harvey’s definition. 104 In previous discussions I
considered the circulation of capital in phases of urbanization, such as the suburbia or
gentrification, which showed capital as a “value in motion” that transforms fixed material
forms in accordance with dictates of capital accumulation. 105 In this last section, I examine
the circulation of capital in the processes of reuse of places for economic profit, by
reinvesting capital in particular sites of the urban environment. Processes of reinvestment
will make evident different capitalist dynamics in spatial formation. In the analysis of
processes of reinvestment, geographical imagination is a new approach to recognize uses of
spatiality as economic strategy, which transforms places into commodity fetishes. By altering
the original function of spatial forms, the nature of places and their aesthetics inspire new
interpretations and emotional expectations in consumers.
It should be noted that capitalism is always connected with exploiting and
transforming social needs, but it also redirects and renews these needs to guarantee the logic
of capital. Socio-spatial practices in the cases of reuse of spatiality are perfect examples to
show how production, consumption, and reproduction are all economic processes entrenched
in both materiality and conceptualization of places. These processes confirm David Harvey’s
and Don Mitchell’s critical considerations, among other Marxist geographers who have
shown how the construction and the use of places derive not only from capital flow but also
from the conjunction of capital with human practices and social transformations. 106
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The Highway 66 heritage, through an analysis of the current roadside facilities along
Central Avenue, offers a great example of how investors and developers manipulate
spatiality and imaginative geographies to transform places into marketable products. Among
a variety of factors that intervene in these dynamics, I examine, on one hand, aesthetics and
tangible components of places that facilitate creation or reproduction of geographical
imaginations and expectations and, on the other hand, human activities, historical influences,
and social needs. In light of these theoretical considerations, I argue that both socio-cultural
practices and conceptualizations are active agents in processes of commodification and
commercialization of spatial forms. It follows that roadside places are structures as well as
structuring components of social relations, economic dynamics, and political strategies. My
principal interest in the analysis of the reuses of current spatial forms is to disclose how
capital forces intertwine with consumption of spatialities, generating different forms of sociospatial dynamics.
Despite the declining prominence of Highway 66 that occurred with the advent of the
new interstates, and the official decommissioning of the corridor, the original roadside
businesses remain valid resources to analyze reuses of spatiality and how they affect
processes of consumption. For the purpose of the following analysis, I note that these
structures represent simultaneously America’s evidence of the past and living structures of
the present. With their identifiable architectural forms, styles, functions, and current use,
roadside facilities become landmarks that create a “comforting illusion of a stable present,
the illusion of now” tied to the past. 107 Nonetheless, roadside spatial forms also represent the
fluidity of American life, bringing to mind the idea of the dynamic space of the frontier.
According to John Jakle and Keith Sculle, roadside commercial places are the tangible
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outcome of the idea of American restlessness and as such, they represent “a new kind of
American frontier.” 108 Contemporary facilities represent, therefore, complex and multicoded
spatialities where past and present, real and imagined intertwine.
To explore the reuses of spatialities and the role of imagination in these urbanization
processes, I center my analysis on two forms of spatial rehabilitation, occurring along
contemporary Central Avenue, considering possible disjunctures between the original form
and function and the current use of these roadside businesses. First, I analyze the case of
roadside facilities that changed their original function for new purposes (adaptation of
preexisting forms and function). Second, I consider properties that return original forms to a
state of utility, preserving their sense of historic, architectural, and cultural values
(revitalization of old structures for traditional reuse). 109
I call attention to how the current uses of roadside facilities are engaged in the
circulation of commodities and capital. In particular, I consider the “tourist gaze,” in John
Urry’s definition. According to Urry, heritage tourism represents a marketing strategy that
entices consumers to search for "authentic" experiences. By enhancing specific attributes of
both generic and attractive places, tourist organizations, popular media, and local
governments evoke a set of desires. The "gaze" of tourists’ expectations transforms spatial
forms into tourist destinations and as such into a financial profit. In Urry’s words, “all
tourists embody a quest for authenticity…seeking authenticity in other ‘times’ and other
‘places’ away from that person’s everyday life.” 110
By adapting Urry, I examine how spatiality becomes a capitalist commodity; the role
of the contemporary geographical imagination in the socio-spatial relationships; and lastly,
the current use-value of roadside facilities on the basis of their residual and/or emergent
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character. 111 Concerning this last point, I also refer to the concepts of residual and emergent
in Raymond Williams’s formulation. 112 In his investigation of cultural systems, Williams
identifies evolution within a dominant system, stating the coexistence of “dominant, residual,
and emergent” elements that form American culture and identity. He recognizes the existence
of residual relationships “formed in the past, but [are] still active in the cultural process” and
parts of the dominant culture, while the emergent formation of practices, values, and
meanings are “substantially alternative or oppositional to it [dominant culture].” 113 My study
adapts Williams’ elements (dominant, residual, and emergent) to contemporary roadside
facilities to reveal their socio-economic conditions and how they impact American
imagination and ways of living differently.
Urban planners and developers frequently consider the idea of reusing spatiality as an
effective way of reducing urban sprawl and, at the same time, preserving historic structures.
For the purpose of my study, I center my analysis on two specific forms of rehabilitation –
adaptive reuse and traditional reuse – of roadside facilities along Central Avenue. Both
processes are combine a requalification of spaces, bringing attention to people’s lifestyles
and strengthening cohesion of the social community. Both re-uses of spatiality preserve
buildings that constitute the Highway 66 heritage. However, these two types of rehabilitating
spatialities reveal a substantial difference that helps illustrate the scope and effects of their
new uses.
The adaptive reuse of existing buildings, in fact, modifies structures for new
consumptions while retaining their historic features. Traditional reuse means a return of a
property to a state of utility, through repair or alteration, while preserving the original sense
of its historic, architectural, and cultural values. Adopting a historical-geographical
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perspective and the principle of geographical imagination, I argue that these changes of
building-use are not mere spatial reintegration. They involve the community and circulation
of capital on the basis of different modalities.
One aspect that assumes a particular importance in the conversion to new uses of
these roadside facilities is the ability of their spatial forms to stimulate imagination. As in
other cases examined in my study, the importance of architecture resides in reproducing
conceptualizations and geographical imaginations through the value of aesthetics. 114 In a
historical geographical perspective, architectural projects not only as a means to fulfill
economic ends but also evoke human memories for the purpose of commercializing
revivalisms of the past. Aesthetics is a medium, “intrinsic to the properties,” through which
the built forms are capitalized. 115 Developers, planners, and the tourist industry optimize the
original appearance of buildings to emphasize some original architectural details that could
activate nostalgic experiences and imagination in customers.
My examination of roadside facilities along Central Avenue determined that few
buildings (10), and almost all located on east Central, have rehabilited their spatialities for
new uses. These businesses are auto dealerships (2), motels (1), restaurants (1), and service
stations (5). In this section, I analyze two former auto dealerships that have changed their use
– Kelly’s Brew Pub (a former Texaco gas station and Ford dealership built in 1939, on
southeast Central) and Center Advanced Computing Technology (UNM, CARC and a former
Galles Motor Company, built in 1953, on northeast Central), (See Interchapter, Fig. 23, Page
4). 116Although the period of their construction and their current function differs, some
common characteristics of these buildings offer an explanation about why these structures of
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the Highway 66 era have become first part of the process of rehabilitation and second,
cultural “artifacts,” in geographer Richard Walker’s term. 117
In both cases, the significance of these buildings lies in their celebration of the
automobile culture in Albuquerque. Kelly’s Brew Pub was one of the first and a particularly
modern automotive facility, serving travelers arriving in town from Tijeras Canyon. The
Galles Motor Company dealership also contributed to the attract residents in that area as
other businesses when it moved from out of downtown in the 1950s. Both buildings are
situated on a prominent corner along Central Avenue and enhance their neighborhoods.
From an aesthetic perspective, these buildings are renovated from the original design,
preserving their original pattern and architectural characteristics associated with the auto
dealership of the period. Their interior spaces emphasize their automotive heritage, while
serving contemporary new community needs. On their façades, the company logos remind
viewers of their previous incarnation. Galles Motor Company shows the original symbols of
Cadillac, Pontiac, and Oldmobile in high relief on its original stone façade, fronting Central
Avenue (See Interchapter, Fig. 24, Page 4). 118 Kelly’s Pub displays a “Ford” name,
preserving the style of the sign but changing the letters to “Food,” and displays a freestanding Texaco sign as a mark of the original gasoline business (See Interchapter, Fig. 25,
Page 5). 119
Similar to Kelly’s Pub and its history is Standard Diner restaurant located on
southeast Central Avenue. This 1938 building was an “extremely modern in design and
construction” service station, operated by Carothers and Mauldin in 1938. After renovation,
the business opened again in 2006 as a restaurant (See Interchapter, Fig. 26 and 27, Page
5). 120
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Both restaurants create an attractive atmosphere that revives the imagination about
living in the past. At the same time, residents and tourists are aware that these structures live
in the present because cultural and commercial activities continue rather than these places
functioning as outdoor museums for interpreting the history of American automobility.
Lastly, the re-use of these old buildings is a process of adaptive reuse that does not produce a
distance between the real and its imaginary, as in the case of simulacra. In other words, these
buildings are not copies or simulations of their original; they are original. These spatial
forms stimulate expectations, confirming the theory of “the tourist gaze” which, according to
geographical imaginations and ideologies, activates tourist expectations that encourage or
promote marketing efforts. 121
Among other cases of adaptive reuse, relevant examples are Fan Tang restaurant
(former Johnson Standard Service Station of 1950, on southwest Central), Draft Station
restaurant (included in former Horn Oil Co. station of 1938, on southwest Central),
residential space for affordable housing (former Bell Trading Post of 1938, on northwest
Central), and a commercial complex (former Modern Auto Court, 1937), (See Interchapter,
Fig. 28, Page 5). The aesthetics of these places appear original though there is no evident
historic connection, reducing the emotive impact and a sense of expectation, “destroying that
which it trades upon.” 122
The cases of traditional reuse are more numerous and include auto dealerships (1),
former motels (19), service stations (14), and signs (1), located on both sides of Central
Avenue. These forms of rehabilitation open a window on different issues and processes of
capitalist reinvestments. For a start, I focus on forms of traditional reuse of gasoline stations
that reveal how Americans’ mode of transportation and architectural tastes of service stations
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constantly redesigned the urban geography. Old service stations became popular subjects of
rehabilitation and adaptive reuse for several reasons. A substantial change was the advent of
the petroleum corporations in the 1960s that altered the image and use of former gasoline
retailing, creating new spatial configurations that included convenience stores, car washes,
and other auto services. Then, the interstate system impacted the gasoline industry and many
stations relocated to interstate interchanges. Lastly, the OPEC (Organization of Petroleum
Exporting Countries) Arab oil embargo of 1973-1974 in reprisal for America’s military
support of Israel was a sign of the recession of capitalism. 123 The subsequent fuel shortage in
the United States caused the abandonment of profitable stations, especially independent
enterprises. The roadside landscape started to show abandoned service stations, while other
facilities participated in new forms of marketing strategies. Old gas stations along Central
Avenue, ranging from the late 1940s to the 1960s, confirm these structural and economic
modifications (See Interchapter, Fig. 29 and 30, Page 5). 124
They show a removal of gasoline pumps from the service area to make space for
other uses, turning into repair shops, muffler shops, and auto sales. Only one service station,
converted into a tire shop, shows old gasoline pumps. The area includes infrequent flea
markets for the neighborhood, as informal conversations with local residents revealed during
my research (See Interchapter, Fig. 31, Page 6).
I center now on another category of facilities, the motel, to examine a form of
rehabilitation that involves economic, social, and ideological aspects. My discussion refers to
businesses of the Highway 66 era located on east Central Avenue. This zone is one of the
more economically depressed parts of Albuquerque and has been affected by high crime,
drugs, and prostitution for years. After the completion of Interstate 40 in the 1970s, and the
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advent of national chains with greater amenities, several motels faced difficult economic
times and gradually fell into disrepair. Remaining vacant, these buildings and the area around
them favored the rise of illicit activities. In this challenging urban environment, several
motels changed their use to multiple residential units. A common element that reveals the reuse of these businesses is their “silent” signs, indicating the loss of commercial function of
these roadside buildings. Most of these signs, nonetheless, maintain their original features
and help to preserve the historical value and identity of these facilities.
Two cases of traditional reuse show how motels developed differently. In 2013, Luna
Lodge Motel and Sundowner Motel, located two miles apart between San Mateo Blvd and
Eubank, turned into a federally-funded project, called New Life Homes, focusing on the
creation of affordable housing for veterans, the homeless, mixed-income residents, and
residents with special physical and mental needs. However, Luna Lodge Motel has remained
a largely unaltered 1949 tourist court, catering to motorist with its original Southwest
Vernacular style and a sign with a large arrow pointing down towards the property.
Sundowner, which opened in 1959 as one of the most luxurious motels in town, suffered the
displacement of the mid-1970s and later became a transitional housing for veterans before
declining (See Interchapter, Fig. 32, 33, and 34, Page 6). With the following explanation of
homelessness it is not my intention to make a detailed reference to this complex matter,
which might lead too far from the scope of my discussion. Rather, I want to briefly outline
the evolution of this phenomenon to better understand the redevelopment project involving
the two motels.
As with other cities nationwide, Albuquerque has seen its homeless population grow.
This phenomenon in America is a social fact and a national issue since the colonial period,
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though variable geographically and historically. The nature of homelessness and its
reproduction has changed over time, according to different social conditions and relations,
laws, and societal programs, making difficult a precise definition and quantification of this
term. 125 In the United States, homelessness accelerated in accordance with a series of
national problems related to the economy, the labor market, industrialization, the
environment and, in particular the economic recession, occurring from the late 1970s to the
mid-1980s. With the expansion of the “plague of Otherness” in that period, new neoliberal
reforms reinforced anti-homeless policies to preserve the “quality of life” of urban spaces
and make American cities more attractive for tourism and other forms of investment. 126 As
Marxist geographers point out, the introduction of liberal policies were, actually, institutional
forms of control to eliminate homeless people from the public sphere through regulation,
gentrification, and new forms of capitalization of urban spaces. These legal forms of social
dispossession using aesthetic manipulations of spatiality are not new but, in the case of
homelessness, they resulted in a new visibility of the phenomenon. 127
Based on the assumption that housing is the key factor for meeting special health and
needs, New Life Homes Inc, developer of supportive housing, founded in 1993, received
founding from rental income and grants from financial authorities of the city. 128 The
rehabilitation project promoted a supportive program named “Ubuntu.” The Kiswahili
expression means, “I am because we are” to connote the significance of the community need
in the project. Rehabilitation of Luna Lodge into 30 apartments and Sundowner into 71
studio apartments started in 2013 and it became a catalyst not only for the formerly homeless
but also for low- and middle- income residents, many of whom have disabilities, but also for
the social context within and without both residential structures. The conversion of these
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facilities into “domestic” units has preserved the buildings and added some parts for new
services behind the original sections. Aesthetics, historic significances, and location of the
motels in the life of the city undoubtedly played a relevant role in this rehabilitation project
and impeded their obsolescence. The reuse of these spatialities has not led to cultural erosion;
on the contrary, they celebrate the Highway 66 heritage within a new economic and social
context.
Other motels have turned into apartment or mixed-use residential properties along
Central Avenue, but they remain single businesses and are not involved in community
projects. Some former motor courts along Central Avenue show a substantial structural
alteration in their spatial arrangements. Former Seems Motel (1954, on northeast Central)
and Pinõn Lodge Motel (1946, on northeast Central), now residential apartments, show the
addition of a fence connecting the two original sections of lodging units. This division is
more than an aesthetic change. It represents a tangible separation between the street and the
internal court, revealing a relevant transformation from a motor court (functional open space
to cater to travelers) to a private place closed to the public. From an economic perspective,
the fence indicates a differentiation from a temporary lodging characterized by open space to
a private long-term rental contract, reflecting capitalist requirements for a steady income
stream in a gated place. The trade-off is the emergence of long-term residents controlling a
private space (See Interchapter, Fig. 35, Page 6).
Nonetheless, the tangible division in the case of the Pinõn Lodge Motel, notices of
zero tolerance policy displayed at the entrances of some former motels, and the low-income
conditions of residents in several old and dilapidated facilities on both east and west Central
emerge as relevant aspects that raise further interpretation of spatiality. I consider the role of
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capitalism in influencing and also obscuring social divisions through the mediation of spatial
forms. These places perpetuate a polarized differentiation – between “us and them,”
exploiters and exploited, and “normality” and alienation – which remains implicitly
incarnated in the urban landscape. If the New Life Homes project is a promise of connection
between spatiality and justice in the service of the community, social and economic
inequalities in other spatial contexts along Central Avenue seem to suggest ideological forms
of marginalization of unaesthetic social groups. According to a 2016 statistic about the
unsheltered homeless in Albuquerque, the number largely decreased from 2009 to 2016,
though the city’s percentage remains higher than the national average. Local institutional
forces have ascribed this result to moving people from the streets into emergency shelters or
other types of housing. 129 Disadvantaged social conditions identified in motels and forms of
spatial separation seem to suggest, instead, a perpetuation of unseen geographies of capital
and class intentionally made invisible (See Interchapter, Fig. 36, Page 6).
I argue that the organization and the use of spatiality, also through symbolic traces,
are useful means to uncover the relationship between justice and the real needs of population.
In his work Social Justice and the City, David Harvey suggests some principles of social
justice related to geographical conditions to uncover “a ‘hidden geography’ to geographical
knowledge that has rarely been subjected to critical scrutiny no matter how obvious its
ramification.” 130 In adopting the approach of political economy to examine urban
transformations, the use and reuse of places by capital emerges as a relevant factor. Processes
of rehabilitation, both adaptive and traditional, disclose socio-economic phenomena in which
spatiality is more than a mere commodity. It emerges as an active component in social life
that deserves attention as a way to recognize how forms of institutional control and capitalist
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forces reinterpret Highway 66 heritage using human imagination and community needs of
contemporaneity.
Concluding Thoughts
Narratives of the past and the present embedded in spatial forms make clear how the
politics of place works. My analysis of imagined and real experiences of Highway 66
discloses that place is not an abstract and univocal concept nor a mere tangible construct, but
is part of everyday life. Marxist critique of capitalism and critical social theories helps to
disclose spatiality as a complex expression of multiple concerns and subjectivities. By
adopting the perspective of historical-geographical materialism, roadside facilities emerge as
spatial processes tied to a variety of spatial formations, capitalist relations, apparently
innocent ways of place constructions, ideological conceptualizations, and conflicting
incarnations of otherness. The “fixed” buildings, signage, and the road itself are sites,
therefore, of human experience and economic conditions and can become active agents of
social control within dynamic of power.
In this chapter, geographical imaginations, road trips, and the uses of contemporary
spatialities have revealed these dynamics and demonstrated how places of the Highway 66
era represent a constant reproduction of the circulation of capital. My analysis of the use of
spatialities, nonetheless, has expanded a vision of place that was only regulated by economic
forces. How places are imagined and actually experienced by people shows spatiality as a
social construction and a site of human relations. These sites reveal tensions of race and
class, uneven development of space, and conflicting negotiations of public places: aesthetics,
ideologies, and American myths acquire new values. In the previous analysis of
automobility, formal and stylistic components of roadside facilities revealed only some
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aspects of American ideals and of the Highway 66 heritage, which were primarily rooted in
nostalgic visions of the “open road,” progress, freedom, and mobility.
Narratives of travelers and real experiences of places along the historic corridor have
disclosed how ideologies, such as the frontier, the American Dream, and the politics of
colonialism have influenced motivations, expectations, and emotions of travelers along
Highway 66. Geographical imaginations in the production of popular culture and the tourism
industry have reinforced the myth of “Mother Road” under the banner of a national ideal
“imagined community” and patriotism. Using fictional representations of history and
cultures, dominant forces have intentionally obscured disturbing historical struggles,
differences, and conflicts. Even today, there is no historical evidence of discrimination
against Afro-Americans along Highway 66 during the Jim Crow period in Albuquerque.
Instead, according to historical records there were only three motels along Central Avenue
admitted them (De Anza Motor Lodge and Cactus Motel, on east Central and Dutch motel on
west Central, all demolished at the present time). In his examination of facilities that
welcomed Afro-American along Highway 66, historian Frank Norris includes the Alvarado
Hotel, when it operated as Harvey House in the 1920s. 131
Conversion of historic buildings to new uses has also illustrated how visual evidence
and the apparent meaning of their appearances are actually used as a fictional aesthetics to
stimulate a “tourist gaze” and mask real capitalist purposes. As well, the legacy of the
frontier, so relevant in the historic travels and construction of Highway 66 heritage, remains
incorporated only in the shape and symbols of commercial signs and the names of facilities.
Jack D. Rittenhouse in his A Guidebook to Highway 66 (1946) had described numerous
motor courts with their names along east Highway 66/Central Avenue and in the center of
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Albuquerque saying, “you fill find plenty of tourist courts on US 66 both east and west of the
city…[They] are among the finest along US 66.” In 2015, the well-known EZ66 Guide For
Travelers mentions east Central Avenue with the words “old motels,” noting only their
architectural styles and a variety of neon signs, and describing Hiland Theatre and Nob Hill
Shopping Center as the first notable buildings. The recent guide includes hotels and only
some motels located in downtown and on west Central. 132
It should be noted, however, that besides these residual elements of an American way
of life of the past that stimulate persistent memories and commercialized “structures of
feeling” and forms of social and political oppression, there were and are emergent forces as
powerful expressions of “spatial consciousness.”
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Figure 1. A continuous portal at French Quarters Motel.
Figure 2. Bell tower at former Enchanted Mesa Trading Post.
Figure 3. Buttresses at La Hacienda Motel.
Figure 4. Murals adorning the foyer of Maisel’s Trading Post.
Figure 5. Basement with workshop at Maisel’s Trading Post.
Figure 6. Hoods over doors at former Luna Lodge Motel.
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Figure 7. Abstract composition of single and multiple panels in
commercial signs (Grandview Motel).
Figure 8. Abstract composition of single and multiple panels in
commercial signs (Monterey Motel).
Figure 9. Small lantern on the top of the sign (former Town House
restaurant).
Figure 10. Plastic letters to create a modular commercial sign
(Crossroads Motel).
Figure 11. Plastic letters to create a modular commercial sign
(Crossroads Motel).
Figure 12. Zia Sun on the façade of Western View Diner &
Steakhouse restaurant.
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Figure 13. Indian sign at Maisel’s Indian Trading Post.
Figure 14. Commercial sign illustrating the local environment.
Figure 15. Figure of cowboy with traditional symbols.
Figure 16. Commercial sign illustrating New Mexico Hispanic
culture.
Figure 17. Postcard illustrating the sign and Trade Winds Motor
Hotel (Willie Lambert private collection).
Figure 18. Imitation of the original Trade Winds Motor Hotel’s
sign.
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Figure 19. Commercial sign enhancing the automobile culture at
Hiway House Motel.
Figure 20. Neon tube light at night (Grandview Motel).
Figure 21. Digital commercial sign (Mannie’s Restaurant).
Figure 22. Tall sign at interchange visible from freeway.
Figure 23. CARC (Center Advanced Computing Technology,
UNM), former Galles Motor Company.
Figure 24. Symbols of brands of American automobiles on
CARC’s façade.
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Figure 25. Conversion of “Ford” into “Food” on the façade of
Kelly’s Brew Pub.
Figure 26. Conversion of former Johnson Standard Service Station
into Standard Diner restaurant.
Figure 27. Interior of the former bay area of Standard Diner
restaurant.
Figure 28. Former Bell Trading Post converted into residential
space.
Figure 29. Dean’s Chevron Service Station of the mid-1950s
converted in Anthon’s Auto Haus (Albuquerque Progress,
Vol. XXI, No. 6, June 1954).
Figure 30. Current Anthon’s Auto Haus.
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Figure 31. Flea markets at East Central Tire Shop (former Holiday
Plaza Gulf gas station.
Figure 32. Former Luna Lodge Motel is part of New Life Homes
project.
Figure 33. Sundowner Motel is part of New Life Homes project.
Figure 34. Sundowner Motel is part of New Life Homes project.
Figure 35. Fence at Piñon Motel after its rehabilitation into lowincome residence.
Figure 36. Living conditions at Central West Apartment (former
Navajo Court).
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Epilogue
Present and Future Directions
Undertaking my research and writing this dissertation has been a profound journey. In
the process, I expanded my view of Highway 66 and the socio-spatial dynamics shaping its
heritage, and came to a deeper understanding of both America and American Studies. This
has also been a personal journey. When I came to the USA in 2006, I drove along the original
sections of Highway 66 from Chicago to Los Angeles. At that time, my vision of America
was limited and mirrored the touristic vision of the United States that Europeans usually
have. Despite my studies in Cultural Anthropology that piqued my interest in the Southwest
area, driving along Highway 66 was a totally different experience from my previous contacts
with the villages in northern New Mexico.
At that time, my primary interest was to realize a photographic documentation of
historic places, old-fashioned American features, and “artistic” attractions that might capture
the atmosphere of the American past. Not being an American, my travel across the nation
was not due to memories or nostalgia; I was looking for an American sense of place. To have
a better perception of the trip and, maybe to enhance my expectations, I traveled with
Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath that I read chapter by chapter while journeying to the
promised land. At the end of that travel experience, I realized that photographs and places
had not fully met my expectations. I had missed something important, but I did not know
what.
In the following section, I introduce my conclusion by mentioning my photographic
documentation at the Center for Southwest Research and, later, I describe my research
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objectives, a synthesis of contributions and findings, and the resulting assumptions. In the
final part, I make recommendations for possible future research derived from my experience.
I found the answer to my question years later. During my doctorate program in
American Studies at the University of New Mexico I had an opportunity to work at the
Center for Southwest Research and create new documentation of the entire stretch of Central
Avenue, including all buildings and signs, from a couple of miles East of Albuquerque along
Tijeras Canyon to 66 Casino on the West.
To take photos of all the structures, I examined them in detail:
architecture, style, and design. During the work, I realized that
several murals, monuments, statues, and symbolic attractions
referenced to the history of Albuquerque and Highway 66. This
project expanded and became a collection of all the features along
Central Avenue that formed the digital Pictorial Collection 2013005 in the Center archives.
Subsequently, the Historic Preservation and Regionalism Program at the School of
Architecture and Planning allowed me to obtain the necessary understanding of Southwestern
architecture and the variety of styles present in this area.
Nonetheless, I felt that only knowledge of American history and culture could give
meaning to my direct road experience. My own interest in these topics became the main force
behind exploring Highway 66, a road that epitomizes historic American infrastructure and a
fascinating popular conceptualization of the United States indelibly imprinted on the minds
of most Americans. My academic training in American Studies informed this new interest
and new knowledge in the politics of space finally clarified the theoretical and
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methodological approach that I was searching for, towards a new vision of American heritage
and Highway 66. Delving into questions about these two cultural components, my
exploration of what makes Highway 66 a distinctive route in the contemporary American
scenario resulted in my dissertation.
American heritage operates in terms of a history of power relations, ideological
beliefs in Manifest Destiny and American Exceptionalism, and a geographical imagination
based on an idealized vision of the American frontier and other myths of the West. Heritage
is a complex process interwoven within cultural and social dynamics of a society that emerge
through the formation and development of spatial and symbolic practices. Focusing on
physical constructions of the built environment and representational forms, my exploration of
heritage has highlighted its connections to both the American past and the contemporary
scenario. A broader set of issues related to a politics of place and of representation has shed
light on the present-centered heritage, its formation, and its current use within capitalist
conditions.
Using a historical-geographical materialist approach combined with American
Studies curricula, my interdisciplinary and critical study has expanded American Studies
scholarship on American heritage and its socio-spatial dynamics. My primary interest has
been to offer a comprehensive portrait not only of American tangible and intangible heritage
within processes of urbanization but, more importantly, a way to get behind the surface of
placemaking and symbolic practices, and disclose which dominant productive forces have
turned them into commodities that affect all aspects of American life.
Central concepts of American Studies – such as commodity, reification, ideology,
hegemony, and aesthetics, among others – have been essential in the exploration of the
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changing forms of American heritage. In light of Marxist theory, these paradigms have
offered a way to disclose the use-value of heritage and its effectiveness in the production and
consumption of tangible and symbolic resources. Drawing from theories of political economy
and principles of critical geography my study participates in the rethinking and reframing of
American Studies paradigms to recognize the uses of heritage and its connections with the
current needs of society within an ongoing spatiality.
The urban commercial roadside, as with other kinds of landscapes under American
capitalism, is produced as a commodity and is an actual site where dominant and hegemonic
forces operate. The role that political, legal, economic, social, and cultural factors play within
spatiality has revealed their influence in transforming urban places from mere spatial forms
to means of mediation, in Raymond Williams definition of this term, between dominant
forces and different classes of people. Socio-spatial dynamics have demonstrated how these
contested relations within capital forces result in social struggles, such as class
differentiation, ethnic exploitation, and racial segregation. As mediators within these
dynamics of power, places have validated the central idea that tangible structures and
iconographic constructions are not passive products, but active agents in dialectical sociospatial relationships.
My project has revealed heritage as a process formed in American history and culture
and, as such, implicated in economic and social processes of the nation; but it has also
disclosed how practices and experiences of the present reinterpret American heritage to
accomplish capitalist purposes. The examination of the circulation of capital has shown how
heritage enables the prevailing economic system to shape its historical geography through
processes of use, re-use, and abandonment of spatiality in accordance with the dictate of
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capital accumulation. Working in concert, dominant institutions and capital forces exert a
control over forms of spatiality and representation, generating processes of commodification,
idealization, naturalization, and normalization that perpetuate class, race, and ethnic
differences.
Highway 66 heritage has offered a fertile terrain to illuminate all these themes,
showing how the confluence of American history and culture under capitalism has formed
not merely a road. Highway 66 has become an infrastructure that is historically and
geographically determined, expressing an entire social totality, including both an economic
structure as well as a juridical-political and ideological construct.
Roadside places and iconographic forms of the Highway 66 era continue to play a
significant role in promoting the idea of a free nation in the American consciousness. As my
study notes, most of the residual elements along the original route remain effective marketing
strategies that use Highway 66 as an iconic memory of the past. They evoke fantasies,
mythologies, and idealizations of the colonization era that associate the United States with an
ideal, timeless country. Using Marxist analyses, I have identified the work of dominant
productive forces and capitalist enterprises that take advantage of the fabrication of places
and iconographies of Highway 66 with the purpose of promoting a real westering experience
to motorist. Heritage tourism has emerged as a relevant capitalist force and has transformed
historic Highway 66 into an appealing route along which emotional personal experiences and
narratives continue to promote an ideal “Route 66” that conceptualizes American history and
culture in commodity terms.
Having become a tourist destination, the road is more than an economic source. In the
context of heritage tourism, Highway 66 reveals the power of nostalgia. My study is a way to
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rethink how the use of heritage has encouraged a sense of Americanness based on dangerous
ideals of colonialism and nationalism that remain hidden behind a yearning for an America of
the past. “Route 66” has been, and continues to be, an incarnation of a geographical
dimension rooted in the economic logic of capitalism and in an “imperialistic nostalgia.” 1
Within a capitalist system, nostalgia is no longer an expression of an individual experience
but a form of the political, social, and economic domination that annihilates the history and
culture of the nation. Aesthetics, media practices, forms of publicity, and popular products
are significant means that have associated Highway 66 with ideological discourses and
altered American heritage for entertainment and leisure.
As the politics of representation and Cultural Studies explain, ideologies are not
isolated concerns; rather they are articulated into distinctive sets of meanings in popularculture productions. As in the case of nostalgia, media narratives have activated processes of
naturalization, which have misled the public. Themes such as slavery, conquest, and the
exploitation of Native land and cultures have occasionally been included in television and
film and although these narratives often have not directly related to Highway 66 as a road
and history, they have promoted the idea that otherness was an obstacle, reinforcing the
ideology of a “benevolent” whiteness. Travelers of different ethnicities along Highway 66
have experienced how dominant forces have used spatiality to generate processes of
exclusion that continue in the present.
Highway 66 is more than an imaginative spatiality. As a mode of production, the
route refers to economic and political powers the white capitalist class possesses. Using
nationalistic ideologies, these hegemonic forces maintain a control of people, places, and the
road itself. Highway 66 continues to facilitate not only the reproduction of capitalism but
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also the normalization of racist ideals and social inequalities, showing how tangibility and
symbolism are always a socio-political construct at play in urban imperialism and are “never
innocent.” 2
The task of a politics of space is to question how geographies of domination
reproduce nationalistic ideologies and impact the use of heritage to pursue capitalist interests.
Place formations and cultural productions have emerged as both persistent economic and
social entities that articulate within Highway 66 and to guarantee the reproduction of its
heritage according to the logic of capital. In a political economy analysis of spatiality, the
combination of institutional forces and capitalist interests continues to construe geographies
of power.
My study aims to stimulate further investigations of the contemporary combinations
of tangible and symbolic evidence along the original sections of Highway 66 to reveal how
they perpetuate stereotypical and rhetorical beliefs and prejudices. The route demands
attention and a new “spatial consciousness” in order to evaluate the existing resources of the
Highway 66 era and to provide a new understanding of the current use of Highway 66
heritage to preserve American history and culture.
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“Heritage is used with an eye to the future” 3
Along Central Avenue on the West, I found a sign saying “END.” I continued to walk
and explored beyond it. I have learned that Highway
66 and its heritage have not ended. As heritage
studies reveals, heritage is inherently a spatial
phenomenon within cultural, economic, and political
processes. 4
My primary goal with this dissertation was to empower a new vision of American
heritage and the history of Highway 66 as a means by which to explore tangible and
intangible heritage through the route’s commercial facilities as they relate to the formation of
American culture and history within capitalism. Expanding upon this, I propose the following
ideas for future research along historic Highway 66.
I have pointed out the significance of cluster analysis on roadside businesses’
locations along the road itself. Geographic concentrations of interconnected businesses are
themes that rarely emerge in Highway 66 scholarly works. Usually, studies of roadside
commerce along the highway examine business agglomerations that occurred after the advent
of interstates. I argue that clustering makes visible the link between capital enterprises, the
changes of urban patterns, processes of urbanization and gentrification. It also provides an
understanding of how different conditions of speculative investments affect a specific urban
area. 5
The theme of vacant spatiality could inspire surveys to complete the history of
Highway 66 in specific moments in time, by asking the following: What kinds of stories and
economies are involved in these lost geographies of places? These sites can provide us with a
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different way of understanding history by elucidating how marginalized histories are hidden
through the intervention of dominant forces. “Empty” or vacant spaces and buildings reflect
underutilization, disinvestment, and abandonment. Short-term vacancy refers to places
implicated in temporary transitions, suggesting changes in economic conditions or in ways of
life. Long-term vacancy denotes the inability to revitalize derelict places or reflects
speculations of the real estate market in holding vacant buildings or lots while waiting for
better investments.
As a third point, I suggest an investigation of the potential effects of the Albuquerque
Rapid Transit (ART) Project on Central Avenue in terms of the physical section of Highway
66 in Albuquerque and commercial facilities. This controversial plan of renovation has not
only provided battery-electric transit buses and new stations like train platform in the middle
of Central Avenue, but has also already impacted businesses along the central road. Which
consequences will the rapid bus line have in the future on historic Highway 66?
Another suggestion involves an investigation of the combination of tangible and
symbolic resources on other stretches of Highway 66’s original route. This long-term project
might encourage a change of perspective: from a locally-based vision of Highway 66 that
refers to an area geographically and culturally defined, to a vision of the historic route as a
national corridor. Other “moment in time” projects could include a photographic survey and
an analysis of historical, economic, and political data that would be compared with other
cities located along Highway 66.
Processes of urban rehabilitation help to recuperate the historic character of Highway
66, though commodification of former architectural structures often have transformed them
into simple reproductions as pastiche. The analysis of historic Highway 66 resources has
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pointed out forms of both adaptive and traditional reuse. These forms of rehabilitation have
turned buildings of the Highway 66 era to different commercial activities and supportive
services, such as housing programs exemplified by the former Luna Lodge Motel and the
Sundowner Motel in Albuquerque. Preserving commercial architecture along the road
continues to be a worthwhile activity to save historic structures and restore their architecture.
Nonetheless, these projects of preservation and renovation should also study ordinary
buildings that are not reasonable candidates for National Historic Register and that continue
to evolve in response to the changing economic and social needs of people, and depending on
historic Highway 66. An examination of emergent forms of reuse of old and ordinary
buildings could expand a vision of Highway 66 that mostly focuses on reviving the past and
opens a window on the current evolution of the roadside to disclose socioeconomic and
structural changes presently occurring along the road.
Lastly, I focus on authenticity. Promoting Highway 66 as a fashionable object to
stimulate a “touristic gaze,” processes of commercialization and several forms of “staged
authenticity” have operated along the corridor for decades. They have profoundly altered
symbols and tangible resources that refer to the history of the road. 6 Highway 66 raises
questions about what is presented to the public. Authenticity has acquired a primary
importance as the only way of validating the historic significance and physical integrity of
the existing resources and preserving American heritage. Obviously, roadside commercial
places, as with other kinds of buildings, are constantly subjected to rapidly evolving
marketing strategies, technological innovations, and an accelerated capitalization operating
within consumer culture. Are museums and historic centers the only ways to preserve
tangible and iconographic assets and provide an interpretation of historic Highway 66 to the
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public? 7 Or, are they merely another way to glorify its past and freeze the corridor and
American history in a timeless and marketable dimension?
Notes
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